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And hell followed with her ...

BY 2058, BOTH THE SINO-American War and the Sterility Epidemic have decimated the male population. Electricity does not function in five western states. Collectively, they are known as the Juniper. It is the most dangerous place on Earth.

Cavatica Weller and her gunslinging sisters did the impossible: they took three thousand head of cattle across a wasteland of outlaws, blizzards, and a cloned army of super soldiers. But once again, they are on the run.

This time, there are no outsiders, they know who the enemy is, and the stakes have never been higher. In the deserts of a broken world, they’ll be pushed to their limits.

And standing between them and freedom is a mysterious city ruled by men.
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President Jack turned his back

And I’m Juniper bound!

Grab a pony, sell a Sony,

’Cause I’m Juniper bound!

Cottonwood fuzz—no ’lectric buzz

We’re Juniper bound!

Outlaw Warlords in steam-powered Fords

Blessed, lucky, or damned, we’re all Juniper bound!

— Country Mac Sterling


(i)

HOLY MARY, MOTHER OF God, I need your help ’cause what happened to us still weighs heavy on me. After all these years. How burdensome is our pain, pulled from the past, like the rocks I’d dig out of the fields on our ranch in Burlington.

And I hefted a good portion of those stones alone. Scared. Hunted.

Except I found new sisters, created a new family, ’cause that’s what people do.

The memories of those days are bitter, especially our short-lived victory when we drove our cattle into the stockyards of Wendover, Nevada. I can feel the scorch, hear the gunfire, and smell the blood, see the frozen images of our battle in Wendover, a fight that changed everything forever.

In 2058, when I was sixteen years old, my family and I had done the impossible—we’d taken our cattle from Burlington in the Colorado Territory to the Nevada border. Riding that last kilometer into town, pushing our cattle, we’d been looking forward to hotel beds, warm showers, video, and sweet electricity, which of course didn’t work in the Juniper.

Thirty years since the Yellowstone Knockout and still no buzz. President Jack Kanton turned New Mexico, Colorado, Utah, Wyoming, and Montana back into territories, and the U.S. sewed flags with forty-five stars.

The Juniper was a lot of things to a lot of people: a goldmine for salvage monkeys who went there for scrap to sell; a new start for desperate people looking to farm and ranch, like my mama, who squatted for land; a hideaway for people on the run for innocents and criminals alike. For us, it was home. And we’d thought we’d saved our ranch when we saw the sunrise sparkling on the razor-wire-topped chain-link of the Juniper’s western border.

It seemed safe. Pilate, our close family friend and part-time Roman Catholic priest, had run recon in Wendover—I wasn’t sure. An anxious fear inside me hissed warnings.

The town felt too quiet. No American soldiers guarded the border.

Something wasn’t right.

I remember turning in my saddle and seeing the Moby Dick, a zeppelin we’d hired to help us on the drive, hovering over our thousands of Hereford cattle marching across the salt flat, their red coats bloodying the white landscape. Among the cows, our hired hands rode ponies, including the eldest of us Weller girls, my sister Sharlotte, gathering strays and pushing them into Wendover.

My middle sister Wren, Pilate, and I rode into the stockyards. Amidst the gates, runs, and fences, a tall woman came out to meet us. A nametag proclaimed her the stockyard’s manager. She was smiling and shaking her head when we came up.

Pilate and Wren glanced at me, letting me do the talking. “Good morning, ma’am. I’m Cavatica Weller. You prolly expected us to come later, but we made better time than we thought. Abigail Weller, my mother, she got us the good deal on the beef. You should have papers from a Sysco executive. Someone named Petersen.”

The manager laughed out loud. “You did it! You really did it. Even without your mother.”

I grinned. “Yeah, we really did.”

“We’ll get you counted and paid. We’ll have to juggle some stalls, but we’ll get you in.” Then, I swear, the manager took out a slate and adjusted a Bluetooth headset in her ear.

We were back in civilization. Back in the land of electricity.

Pilate and I started loading our headcount into the stockyard chutes. Wren dozed on her horse since she couldn’t do much, still recovering from dying, but she wanted to be near Pilate.

It was already so hot I’d shrugged off my coat and was sweating through my clothes. And tired, so tired. The idea of sleep teased me. But we had mountains of chores to do before I could think of collapsing into a hotel bed.

With my boyfriend, Micaiah.

No, not with him.

Well, maybe.

Micaiah had promised he’d try to be honest with me about his past, but it seemed the idea scared him. I already knew a little: he’d run off with the cure to the Sterility Epidemic from a secret research facility. And his real name was Micah Hoyt, the son of the richest man on Earth. Tiberius “Tibbs” Hoyt was the president and CEO of the American Reproduction Knowledge Initiative, otherwise known as the ARK.

Micaiah’s father had created the army that was hunting us ’cause we knew the ARK was keeping the cure to the Sterility Epidemic a secret. The ARK had also brewed up the Gulo Delta, a serum that could genetically alter a human being to make them stronger, faster, and like Micaiah, able to heal almost any wound.

So I knew a lot about Micaiah, but he still had secrets, and that bothered me.

I climbed up a cattle gate and tried to find him in the sea of beefsteaks trotting toward the stockyards, where they’d feast on hay and slurp water after a long night of walking. The wet animal stench of the pens pretty much dominated my senses, but every now and again, a breeze would blow in the dry scent of the salt flats.

My hurt ankle chirped at me, as did the shoulder where I’d been shot, but I’d decided I wasn’t going to pay any attention to the pain. I was alive. Let me hurt and be glad.

I turned to Pilate to ask him for some aspirin when I saw a ghost.

Must have been.

The ghost of one of the Vixxes we’d killed—buzzed hair, square face, camo gear, standing thirty meters away by a stable and staring at me with dead eyes growing colder. ’Cause she wasn’t human.

I wanted to yell “Pilate!” but could only manage a murmur. Inside my skull, I was screaming, Rachel Vixx! It’s Rachel Vixx! We need to run!

The cloned super solider raised her right hand, made a fist, and a flood of Cuius Regios, the ARK’s ground troops, came out from behind cattle stalls, where they’d been hiding. Hundreds of soldiers ran at us, armed with stunners and charge guns.

Wren watched them come. And smiled. Hours before she’d been dead. Now, thanks to the Gulo Delta, she was alive, with her Colt Terminators in her fists and a fiery mare between her legs.

Pilate unholstered his Beijing Homewrecker: part shotgun, part grenade launcher, all bad.

Me? I took a step back.

“Let’s get ’em, Pilate.” Wren said it with a laugh. Even wounded, exhausted, newly resurrected, what lay before her was what she loved most in the world—a fight she couldn’t win.

“Ladies first,” Pilate whispered.

Wren whipped Christina Pink around and streaked toward those ARK soldiers, laughing—oh, how she was laughing—gripping her wild mount with her thighs and firing those Colt Terminators in blasts that echoed across the dead salt plains. The sunlight painted Wren and Christina Pink with fire.

“Please, God,” I whispered.

But God did not reply.

For a single second, the world around me erupted into a hellish howl of gunfire, the sizzle of stunner blasts, the thunder of charge guns, the screams of horses, the cries of frightened cattle, Wren cursing, Pilate yelling out the names of the gospel writers to keep track of his ammunition—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.

Then time seemed to stop. My adrenaline hit, and an icy silence froze the world into a tableau of images—

Wren, gripping the reins of her horse in her teeth. Both of her arms out, firing her twin Colt Terminators, the slides open, smoke pouring from the barrels, bullets blurring in the air—

Regios, in mid-air, flung back from one of Pilate’s shells, their bodies caught in a circle of debris and blood—

Pilate’s horse lying in the dirt, hit by a charge gun, a smoking hole in the poor animal’s side—

Pilate standing above the horse, the action of his quadcannon snapped open, a new grenade stuck halfway into the breech—

Rachel Vixx, blank-faced, aiming a charge gun, the blue glow of the electricity growing brighter, brighter, brighter—

Time caught up when the charge gun’s blast struck us, sending us to our knees. All that energy wiped away my sight and my hearing.

Outgunned, ambushed, we went down fighting, but we still went down.

All in seconds. All in silence.

God can be real quiet sometimes, so quiet you’d think He was never there in the first place. In the months ahead, I would learn about that silence, learn too much, and it would eat me up.

Which is why we tell stories. To learn how to listen to the silence and not find ourselves destroyed by it.
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My only wish is a bullet

My only love is a gun

’Cause blood is truth

And death don’t run

— LeAnna Wright


(i)

JAILED, SURROUNDED by concrete and steel, I stared into the round black eyes of a dozen gun barrels pointed at me, Wren, and Pilate.

The Armalite AZ3 automatic assault rifles had self-correcting laser targeting, water-cooled barrels, and tactical readouts, including ammunition count. The ARK’s soldiers held them in steady hands. Glaring eyes, shaved heads, the Regios lined the wall across from us as they waited for orders. Wireless earbuds peeked from their left ears.

Sweat trickled down my forehead, stinging my stitches and dribbling between my eyes to drip off my nose. My arms were handcuffed behind me, making my shoulders hurt so bad I couldn’t feel the pain in my ankle. No one ever told me adventures hurt.

We were in a holding cell in the Wendover Police Station, south of I-80, on the north side of the main strip. They’d turned off the air conditioning to roast us in the cinderblock cell. The tang of adrenaline stank up the place while we waited in the stifle. Dust motes floated in the sunshine streaming through the high-slitted windows. Cameras watched our every move, microphones recorded every word, but we didn’t have much to say and were too tired to move. We hadn’t slept in days.

Wren slumped against the wall, arms crossed. Her cowgirl hat covered her bruised and blood-splattered face. Her wool poncho and leather vest puddled around her muddy boots. Her white blouse clung to her sweaty frame.

Pilate’s hat and duster were gone. Dirt stained his black slacks and priest’s shirt. Blood rusted the plastic collar—ironic and fitting ’cause Pilate was more soldier than priest anyway.

Pilate had helped a whole passel of women in the Juniper have babies, which seemed more important than his celibacy ’cause of the Sterility Epidemic. Only one in ten births were boys, and of males born, nine out of ten were sterile. Out in the World, women either bought Male Product from the ARK or chanced dodgy deals on Craigslist. A third option was the old-fashioned way with a viable man; that was why Pilate had his odd kind of ministry in the Juniper. Come to find out, he was my daddy too.

He stood next to me, and his jaw muscles twitched.  Every now and then, he coughed himself into a wheeze. Pilate’s lungs were still weak from our first encounter with the ARK’s army, where he’d been shot in the chest.

We’d fought, we’d run, stole a train, all to get to Nevada. Only to be locked up.

I should’ve known the ARK would be waiting for us. We should’ve been more careful.

Despair hooked its claws into my belly. “Damn it all to hell.”

Pilate cleared his throat and winced. “Don’t worry, Cavvy.”

“I was so dumb. We all were.”

He shrugged. “We had a good run, and if anyone is to blame, it’s me. I ran recon, and the town looked clear to me.” Then he smirked and raised his eyes to the camera. “You hid yourselves perfectly, but guess what? Your net caught the wrong fish. Where’s Micah Hoyt? That’s what you want to know!” The words sparked him into a rage. “Right, ladies? Where is Micah Hoyt? Well, we don’t know, but you won’t believe that. So, I say let the torturing begin! I’ll go first, you bunch of jackering skanks. I love the rough stuff.”

He was telling the truth. We’d lost sight of Micah Hoyt a.k.a. Micaiah. Most likely, he was already on a dead run for San Francisco or Los Angeles.

Despite the handcuffs, I felt the bracelet he’d made from a piece of red and white wire and grass; real Juniper jewelry, some salvage, some grass, entwined, like our lives. It hurt to think of him leaving me like that, but he had to give the world the cure to the Sterility Epidemic. What were our lives or loves compared to that? Even the six million dollars in reward money he’d promised didn’t seem so important anymore.

A soldier girl moved forward and struck Pilate across the face with the butt of her rifle.

Pilate sank to his knees, blood trickling down his chin. He coughed, cursed.

The noise roused Wren. She let out a hiss, part sigh, part laugh. “I was gonna call ’em jackering skanks. Dammit, Pilate, quit taking all the good lines.”

Pilate chuckled weakly.

My face pinched into a frown. The ARK wouldn’t let us live. We knew too much. Only one way to deal with a problem like us: a quick bullet in the brain.

The door buzzed, unlocked from out front. Company was coming. Maybe Tibbs Hoyt himself.

Two women entered the room. The coolness of air conditioning followed them. One was the last surviving Vixx, Rachel. The other was her second-in-command, Gianna Edger, a praetor in Hoyt’s grand army. We’d dealt with Edger before, and I’d gotten slapped for it. Three times.

The door locked behind them with a chunka-chunk. The praetors and Cuius Regios had been cloned to follow orders but were mostly human. Not the Vixxes. They’d been engineered to be better than human. Not sure which came first, the Vixxes or the Gulo Delta serum, but both had sprung from similar biotechnology. We’d managed to kill three of the Vixxes, but just barely.

More bodies in the room made it seem hotter—that and the way Rachel Vixx stared at us. My sister had stabbed Rachel in the belly a few days before, after we’d stolen the train in Wyoming. It should’ve put her in the grave, but the woman looked just fine, healthy even. She moved deliberately, no gesture wasted.

A Desert Messiah, .50 caliber, hung in a holster under her arm. The pistol was the most powerful handgun in the world and could blow your head clean off. Strapped around her waist was Wren’s gun belt, holding her dual Colt Terminators and her Betty knife.

Figured she wore Wren’s gear to piss us off. It worked.

“Where is Micah Hoyt?” the Vixx woman asked.

“In your ass,” Wren whispered. “Where I’m gonna put my foot. Once I get my shakti going.” Shakti, raw female power, which all of us Wellers had been blessed, or cursed, to have in abundance.

Rachel didn’t respond. She took out the Betty knife and nodded to Praetor Edger, who grabbed me. Another soldier helped. I tried to fight, but I was handcuffed, and every movement brought on lightning storms of sheer agony from where I’d been shot weeks earlier.

“If you do not answer all of my questions, I will stab her in the eye.” Rachel Vixx said mechanically. Nothing human was inside her, and she didn’t care about my pain or fear. All she wanted was the boy and the chalkdrive in his pocket.

Wren and Pilate couldn’t help me. If they moved a centimeter, the Regios would put them down.

“Don’t start with her, Rachel,” Pilate said. “Come and get me, since I’m in charge. Do you even know who I am?”

“Peter Pilgram, a.k.a. Father Pilate, Roman Catholic Priest, on suspension. Marine Chaplain, Social Security number 246-010-2187, no permanent address.”

Rachel touched the knife to my cheek. I threw my head back, panicking; every bit of life in me wanted to get away from her. Edger threw one arm around my neck and her other around my head to hold me still. I couldn’t fight. I couldn’t move. Before I knew it, I was crying, pleading with them. “Please, no, please. We don’t know where he is.”

“You claimed innocence before.” Edger’s voice slithered, snaking into my ear. “But you had the boy back at the Scheutz ranch, didn’t you?”

There was no way was I going to answer that.

The knife moved closer again. The scratches on the blade came into crystal-clear focus. Grit on the metal. Flecks of blood, maybe Rachel’s own. The tip hovered over my eyeball. I could almost feel the blade in the squish of my pupil.

Wren laughed, a jagged, raggedy sound. Neither the Vixx, nor Edger paid her any attention. Normal folks might’ve wondered at her laughter, but not them.

My sister laughing filled me with rage. “Goddammit, Wren!”

“Peter?” Wren asked. “Your name is Peter Pilgram?”

“Jesus,” Pilate muttered, “not now.”

Wren didn’t stop. “Sorry they kicked you out of the church, Peter, but really, you can’t be too surprised. You do like the ladies.”

Rachel Vixx still wasn’t distracted. She moved the knife forward, to blind me. But I jerked aside, and she jabbed the knife into my eyebrow. The blade bit bone.

“Hold her steady,” Rachel said to Edger; didn’t yell it, didn’t even seem all that frustrated. She knew that once she blinded me, Wren would take her and the whole situation far more seriously. “Irene Weller, your emotions are erratic, but that is the nature of emotions. They are a liability. I will use them to my advantage.”

Blood trickled down into my eye. I couldn’t open it, but Rachel didn’t need me to. If she wanted, she could stick the knife through my eyelid.

Edger got a fresh grip on me.

Wren laughed sharply. “Peter Pilgram? Like Harry Houdini? Your parents didn’t do you no favors, did they? Why, when I was in the circus, folks would name themselves like that. Two names startin’ with the same letter.”

Circus. Harry Houdini. The words spun through my head. Wren wasn’t just messing with Pilate; no, she was trying to tell us something.

Then I knew.

I went slack in Edger’s arms. She wasn’t expecting it and nearly dropped me.

Not a heartbeat later, a pistol shot exploded in the tight, packed room. The deafening noise rang my bell like nothing else. Felt like a hammer to my head.

It also brought a smile to my face.

(ii)

Gore splattered me. One of the soldier girls clutching me collapsed. I tore free from Edger but tripped and landed on my hurt shoulder. Pain clipped my breath short. I couldn’t see through the mask of blood. But I didn’t need to see to know who was shooting—Wren, circus-trained, had shucked off her handcuffs and stolen a pistol. Her talk of Harry Houdini had been code, and I’d given her the distraction she needed.

Machine gun fire pounded my ears. Bullets ricocheted in long whines—we were inside of a concrete box and every bullet that didn’t find flesh bounced around the room like the rubber balls I’d played with as a kid.

Regios tumbled to the floor next to me, maybe killed by Wren, more likely killed by the ricocheting rounds. But could Wren get to Rachel? Could she put the cloned soldier down with a headshot? Only severe brain trauma or a spinal cord injury could stop a Vixx.

I blinked blood from my eyes and sucked in a nose full of gunpowder stink. A bullet sparked the concrete centimeters away from my head.

Still handcuffed, Pilate head-bashed a soldier girl aside.

Wren and Rachel squared off.

The door buzzed. The locks clicked open. More troops poured in. Wren couldn’t shoot them all, and Pilate, coughing and pale, seemed about to drop.

Edger fell to the floor next to me, her throat blown out, revealing the cartilaginous rings of her trachea. Her eyes blinked open. No one human could’ve survived, but she wasn’t human anymore, not after being dosed by the Gulo Delta. Like Wren.

Edger shoved a semi-automatic pistol into the stitches on my forehead. The hurt stunned me.

Before she could pull the trigger, the back wall exploded.

A boiling cloud of concrete dust rolled through the room, followed by the familiar sound of the Moby Dick’s big .50 caliber machine guns. Sketchy, Tech, and Peeperz had swooped in and saved the day. Now that the Moby was out of the Juniper, they could use the Eterna battery, and no other airship could catch them.

I punched Edger in the face and started for the hole in the back of the cell, but another sound rose to match the machine gun fire.

The thunder of cattle hooves.

A stampede.

Outside, on the streets of Wendover, casinos sparkled under a blazing desert sun. In front of them rushed our headcount in an unbroken cascade of cattle. But not just our headcount; no, every single animal from the Wendover stockyards, running, snorting, and trampling anything and everything in their path like a river of angry horns, hooves, and hide. The stench of the rampaging animals and the oily odor of the hot asphalt struck us in the jail cell.

Edger hooked her fingers into my hair to yank me back. Pilate dashed over. He grabbed Edger by her belt and shirt and hurled her through the hole in the wall—into the very heart of the stampede. Took a handful of my hair with her but it was worth it to see that woman swept away.

Wren followed Pilate’s lead. Before Rachel Vixx could stop her, my sister hauled the clone to the hole in the wall.

“Edger might get lonely out there!” Wren shrieked with laughter as she shoved the Vixx under the hooves of thousands upon thousands of scared, angry cattle. The mass of moving beef swallowed up both women in seconds.

“Heal that, ya dirty skanks,” Wren spit into the stampede.

I staggered to the door and slammed it shut. It would only stop the ARK reinforcements for a second, until they could buzz the door open again.

My sister threw on her vest and poncho, then stepped over corpses to get to Pilate. She’d been hit in the leg, and her blood soaked her jeans black. She’d found handcuff keys and used them to unlock Pilate.

“Well,” Pilate said loudly, “we can’t go out through the escape hatch Sketch gave us unless we want to try swimming through an angry beef stew.” Coughing cut off his words.

He’d also been hit, at least once. Blood covered his neck. As far as I knew, I was the only one not shot.

I nodded. “I bet it was bad timing. They prolly wanted to blow a hole in the wall before the cattle stampeded, but it all didn’t work like they wanted.”

Pilate, still hacking, scooped up an AZ3, while Wren, breathing hard, undid my handcuffs. She grimaced against her pain, then crouched and vomited blood onto the concrete floor. Even with the Gulo Delta in her veins, she was far from healed. Her internal injuries must’ve burst open again.

She threw me a ghastly grin. Red smeared the few teeth left in her mouth. “Gonna have to shoot your way out the front door, Princess. I’m nearly finished, and Pilate ain’t right. It’s all up to you ...” She slumped into me and went unconscious.

“Don’t call me ‘Princess,’” I whispered, not quite believing I was our best hope of getting out of there. I laid her gently on the floor.

Pilate’s lungs rattled, and he coughed until drool hung from his lips. Cattle continued to stream past the hole in a brownish blur. Not sure which bothered me more, their frightened screams or the dank stink of their sweat and fear.

I picked up an AZ3 and checked the clip: half empty. I dropped it and grabbed a full one. I collected a few more, then shuffled to the door, shaking, nauseous, horrified, but forcing myself to move. Just like Pilate forced his lungs to cooperate.

He dragged Wren to the wall just right of the door. “You ready?” he asked.

Not me. I wasn’t a gunslinger. I was just a young girl; smart, good with electronics, but far from a killer. I hadn’t been able to shoot anyone, not even to save my sister’s life. Who was I kidding? I was centimeters away from tears or puking or both.

The door buzzed again, but no one rushed in. Sure, they’d let us leave the room to ambush us in the hallway.

“Open the door, then step to the side,” Pilate said. “Don’t run out there. Okay?”

I nodded. I pushed open the steel door, then stepped to the left side. Pilate stood on the right, and we waited.

Nothing. No one seemed to be in the hallway. Could we be alone, or was this a trick?

Only one way to know for sure.

(iii)

Fluorescent bulbs flickered in the ceiling, flashing darkness and light off the green linoleum floor and cinderblock walls. A cool, air-conditioned breeze pushed a wet smell through the odor of blood and gunfire.

Pilate dug into Wren’s shirt pocket and tossed me her Hello Kitty compact mirror, which she used for both make-up and battle.

I held the mirror out past the corner and checked the hallway in both directions. Empty.

Outside, I didn’t hear the Moby’s guns anymore, but the thunder of the stampede continued, jangling my already damaged nerves.

Pilate nodded. I knew what he wanted me to do.

My knees shook. I couldn’t breathe. But I was being childish. Wren had fought when she was nearly dying, and now it was my turn.

I darted into the hallway. No one fired on me. The hall led to another steel security door, which stood open. Office chairs and cubicle walls filled the room. The door should’ve been closed. It had to be a trap.

Then I saw Sharlotte, in her gray New Morality dress, spotted with blood. She clutched Tina Machinegun, our Mama’s ancient M16 with a grenade launcher under the barrel.

Sharlotte, pale and dark-eyed, waved us in. “Come on. Cows are only gonna stampede for so long, and no one can get to us. Sketchy’s flown off to draw fire, but we all know the Moby Dick is nearly done for.”

I gasped, relieved. We were going to make it out, thank God. I helped Pilate with Wren, and we stumbled forward. My ankle made me limp, and Pilate’s cough slowed us down further. Those dang cigars he’d smoked for years surely didn’t help.

We lurched into an office that had become a battleground. Bullet holes marked desks and cubical walls, laptops and slates spewed their guts across the floor. Regio bodies lay scattered around. FBI wanted posters on a big bulletin board caught my eye.

I looked closer. And shivered.

The Federal Bureau of Investigation had our names listed as their most wanted criminals. At the very top were high-resolution pictures of me and Pilate, taken with a slate at some point. Someone had done sketches of Wren and Sharlotte, pretty much capturing every aspect of their faces.

We were wanted, not just by the ARK, but by every law enforcement agency across the U.S. How could we ever get away?

Pilate held Wren while I ripped the posters off the wall and stuffed them into the back pocket of my jeans. I’d look later to see what our supposed crimes were.

Then I saw Crete on the floor, dead. Crete. Lucretia Macaby, a girl my age, blonde and partial to silliness and giggles. She’d laugh no more.

I’d never liked her, not even a little, but looking into her dead, staring eyes felt like looking in a mirror. We’d gone to elementary school together. Now, she wouldn’t graduate high school. And she’d died trying to rescue me.

I felt selfish and petty. I couldn’t thank her nor could I take back my mean thoughts.

Sharlotte squinted against her sorrow but kept her voice even. “They got Crete. I didn’t think we’d have to shoot our way in. I thought she’d be safer with me. And she wanted to come to save you. We were both fools.”

“We can’t leave her here,” I said, trying to swallow down my shock. “We have to bury her.”

“Can’t,” Sharlotte whispered. “But we’ll pray for her. Pray hard. For her. For me. For what I did.”

No time to ask what she meant.

The front doors of the police station lay wide open, and outside, a wasp-yellow Ford Pegasus convertible idled next to the steps. Frictionless, it floated a half-meter off the ground. A blond boy sat behind the wheel. Micaiah. Seeing him filled me with hope and shakti.

Sharlotte ushered us away from Crete and toward the door.

Suddenly, a Regio filled the doorway. Not sure where she’d come from, but she had short, dark hair, blood on her face, and an assault rifle aimed at us.

She opened fire and hit Sharlotte, who was thrown back.

I raised my rifle and pulled the trigger; it was set to fire three rounds at a time. Bullets hit the Regio in the shoulder and sparked off the AZ3, blowing it out of her fingers. Her right hand went for her holstered pistol.

Pilate collapsed into coughing. He dropped Wren. He was trying to get his gun up but couldn’t. And my oldest sister, my Sharlotte, lay on the ground.

I was going to have to finish off the Regio. I centered the laser grid on her forehead and pressed the sensor pad on the trigger to initiate the auto-correct targeting.

The soldier girl went to her knees and finally managed to draw her pistol. My rifle followed, moving easily in my hands to keep her head in focus.

Then time broke completely. It must’ve. Three things that should’ve flowed like a line of events got clumped together, like dirt clustered around the roots of a pulled dandelion.

The Regio let go of her pistol, and it clattered to the floor. She looked into my eyes and whispered, “Please, don’t kill me.”

I squeezed the trigger. Three bullets, one after another, pounded through her head.

Couldn’t take it back. Couldn’t. I killed her while she begged for mercy. And, I knew, a part of me died right there with her.

The shakes took me, my knees threatened to buckle, and I wanted to collapse into sobs. But I didn’t. I went to Sharlotte. Her eyes were open, she mouthed words, but she couldn’t get enough air to speak. Blood covered the left side of her body, shot to crapperjack. It took every bit of strength I had to lift her, even with her helping.

Pilate with Wren, me with Sharlotte, we teetered through the doors. Cows packed the street, killing each other, hooves pounding the pavement, sending up a horrendous, thundering noise. The whole town stank of cattle—scared, bleeding cattle.

An overturned truck to the east offered us some protection, but how was Micaiah going to drive through the stampede?

First things first. Pilate and I pulled our wounded across the pavement to the Pegasus. He made it and laid Wren into the back seat of the car. Sharlotte and I weren’t so lucky.

Cows flooded around the truck—all that meat rushing toward us. A bull struck me and Sharlotte.

She went down, trampled.

I was thrown back for a second, against the blistering heat of the car.

I flicked my rifle to full auto and opened fire. One, two, three cows toppled onto their sides, bellowing, until more running beef pounded over them in a wave of violence. The cattle changed course to avoid the pile and slammed into the concrete of the police station. Their white eyes rolled in their sockets even as their black, murky nostrils flared. Their piping screams and howls rose like a hellish chorus of the damned. And I continued to gun them down until I cleared a space.

I grabbed Sharlotte, but she was dead weight, completely gone from the world. I wept, my heart on fire and drowning me in the smoke. My sister, shot, then trampled. It wasn’t fair.

And me, killing a woman as she begged for her life.

Pilate rushed to help me, and we heaved Sharlotte’s broken body into the back of the Pegasus. Pilate crawled in and pulled Wren onto him. I dove into the front seat, holding Tina Machinegun—I didn’t remember picking it up.

“Above!” Pilate shouted.

Two Johnny Boy zeppelins chugged through the sky toward us. Blackened, ragged Kevlar flapped like dead skin from their previous battles with the Moby Dick. The two Johnnies were the last of the ARK blimps that had been sent to find us, full of troops, machine guns, and rocket launchers.

A cow bashed into our car, jarring us and making the metal scream. Micaiah slammed the Pegasus in gear and stomped on the accelerator. The jolt pressed me back into the seat. He wrenched the wheel to the left and then to the right, avoiding cattle. The zeppelins were flying in from the north, so we needed to head south, but the stampede blocked our way.

Micaiah slammed down the gear shift, going faster, faster, but why? His face glowed pale, gaunt, eyes hidden in bruises of exhaustion. What was he planning?

Then I saw a big rig’s flatbed trailer to the west. Its loading ramp was down.

“Do it!” I yelled.

He nodded and gunned the engine. We bounced off a few more cows as he careened the frictionless car up against the side of a strip mall’s glass storefront. Our thrusters shattered the window into a rain of fragments.

Then we were speeding toward the ramp. He was going to hit it at an angle, but I prayed it would be enough to send us soaring.

We whooshed up the ramp and into the air. But we weren’t going to make it over the stampede. A shriek froze in my mouth.

The Pegasus landed in the middle of the stampede about halfway across the main street. I winced, expecting us to sink under the raging cattle and be ripped apart by the stampede, except main street was so solidly jammed with beefsteaks that we careened over their backs instead. Horns screeched off the bottom of the car, and heads ducked before we took them off. The Pegasus bucked and jostled and surfed across the cows until we bounced over the last one and dropped to glide easily across cement.

We zoomed down an alley between casinos, onto a baseball field, and crashed through a chain-link fence. And then ...

Open desert.

The two zeppelins didn’t follow. One stayed above the police station, while the other chased the Moby Dick to the west. Once more, Sketchy, Tech, and Peeperz had saved us. Well, Sketchy insisted she was family, and family take care of each other. Thank you, Sketch.

We’d made our escape, but what horrible price had we paid for our freedom?

Where could we go? Not only were the ARK soldiers looking for us, but now the police were as well. I shuddered to think of how many people had seen the FBI posters.

Worse yet, my sisters, both of them, lay bleeding in the back of the Pegasus, riding the razor’s edge between life and death.
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Chapter Two
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There’s a lonely moon tonight, and the desert is cold

In your grave you can’t see me growing old

I whisper that soon I’ll join you in your sleep

It’s not what you want, but it’s what I need

— Pearl Cornell


(i)

THE PEGASUS HURTLED over the drainage ditches and dry ravines. Nice thing about a frictionless, it worked best on roads but could off-road it as well.

The sun roasted us. The flat wasted landscape offered no comfort. Scrub scratched and thistles thwacked the undercarriage of the Ford Pegasus. I knelt in the passenger seat and turned around to take care of our wounded.

Pilate tried to swallow his coughs but couldn’t. His lungs sounded like tin cans half full of ball-bearings. Sharlotte and Wren sprawling across him prolly didn’t help things any.

The cramped back seat of a Pegasus made for a poor ambulance. I grabbed the belt from my jeans ’cause, first thing, Sharlotte needed a tourniquet. I wished Rosie Petal hadn’t been killed. She’d been a doctor. Now she was just dead. Like Crete. Like so many of us.

“Micaiah!” I called over the roar of the engine and the whicker of brush under us. “Wren got shot again. Can she still heal? How long will the Gulo Delta work?”

“The healing isn’t temporary,” he called back. “Her genetic structure has been re-coded. Wren will be okay.”

I guess it was good news, but it did worry me a little. Wren’s genetics re-coded? What did that mean exactly?

I pushed up Sharlotte’s gray dress to expose her wounded hip and bashed-in leg. I almost lost it. Her shin bones had been pummeled to splinters; it looked like hamburger strewn with toothpicks. I swallowed my gorge and looped the belt around her upper thigh and pulled.

Her left arm had also been shot up by the Regio.

The soldier girl I’d murdered.

Please, don’t kill me.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered back. It was true. Even though they’d killed our people and threatened to blind me, I shouldn’t have gunned her down like I did. Jesus said to turn the other cheek and love your enemies, not shoot them while they begged for mercy.

“Not your fault,” Pilate wheezed. Did he know what I was thinking? If anyone would, he might.

Couldn’t think about the dead Regio. Had to get Sharlotte stable. “Pilate, I need your belt for Sharlotte’s arm.”

He twisted around and pulled off his belt. I tightened it around my sister’s arm. I held them both, but for how long? And how do you heal a smashed leg?

Short answer? You don’t.

You die. Or, the other alternative, well, you wish you were dead.

Pilate managed to find the exit wounds on Sharlotte’s arm and hip. No bullets inside my sister meant one less thing we needed to worry about.

I tore strips of cloth from Sharlotte’s dress and wrapped them around her left leg and left arm. The list of medical supplies we needed was endless: clean water to wash the wounds, buckets of antibiotic cream, a saw ...

If she was bleeding internally, the list narrowed to one thing. A coffin.

Again, shakes took me. I blinked at the blood sticking at my eyelids. I searched the glove compartment and found some wet wipes and a little toolbox. Quite a treasure trove.

Trembling, I cleaned my sisters’ wounds with the wipes. My mind raced, cataloguing our many mistakes and going over our options, all the while wishing things had played out different.

“What about going back for more Gulo Delta?” I asked Micaiah. “Or what about Wren’s blood? Can’t you use her blood to heal Sharlotte?”

Micaiah shook his head. “That’s just in bad sci-fi video. Wren’s blood won’t cure anyone. And you saw the two Johnny Boys in Wendover. They know where we are now ... where I am. Out in the world, they’ll clear airbases in California and we’ll have battalions of ARK troops sniffing around, all over Nevada and Arizona. Nowhere is safe now.”

A cold terror sank into my belly. “What about airbases in California? Surely, you don’t mean the U.S. military will help the ARK look for us.”

Micaiah gave me a long look. It said everything. The U.S. armed forces, the FBI, the ARK, they were intertwined like a den of rattlesnakes.

Micaiah kept his foot on the accelerator. We didn’t need to worry about re-charging. The Eterna battery could go thousands of kilometers on a single charge. But where could we go? We were alone. No people, no ranches, no farms in sight. Nothing upon nothing. It was one of the most desolate places I’d ever seen.

I used the last wipe to remove the blood from my face, from the new gash Rachel Vixx had given me, and to clean the stitches I’d gotten fighting the Psycho Princesses. Then I sat back into the passenger seat.

“So what do we do?” I asked no one in particular. “We can’t let Sharlotte die. We have to go back to Wendover or drive farther west. Maybe all the way to Reno ... maybe Vegas.”

No one said anything. We rocketed across the dry desert under a faded sky where the nasty sun had burned away most of the blue. No food, no water, a few guns, and not many bullets.

“If we turn around, we’ll get caught,” Pilate said. “And if we’re caught, we’ll be killed.”

I tried to think, but all I could see was Sharlotte dragged down by the cattle and trampled underfoot.

I squeezed my eyes shut and forced the horrid image out of my mind. Another replaced it: the Regio’s face, pleading. How could I be feeling guilty? Most likely she had put my sister into an early grave. Tears dribbled down onto my cheeks. Then I got mad. Good, I’m glad she’s dead. Good. I wished I could kill her all over again. I clung to the rage; I hung on to it ’cause it felt cleaner than my guilt and sorrow.

Pilate choked back a cough and asked, “Does anyone know what’s south of here?”

I checked the dashboard GPS and its fully-colored topographical maps. Five hundred kilometers south was the Great Basin National Park, near Baker, Nevada. Other than the park and Baker, the map showed no other settlements. To the east, the blank green of the Juniper ate up the screen.

“Great, we have GPS,” Micaiah muttered. “They’ll figure out which car we stole and use our signal to track the car.”

“Not from the GPS,” I said. “But the CPU will be registered. Thanks to the SISBI laws.”

Signed into law by President Amanda Swain in 2054, the Security, Identity, and Special Borders Injunction had put a fence around the Juniper, supplied border troops, and required all US citizens to register their identities with the US government. Car companies followed along to try to put an end to car theft. Most new vehicles broadcasted a unique ID, and turning it off was impossible. If the car was running, the signal was transmitting. A sticker on the dashboard proudly proclaimed the Pegasus was theft-proof. Ironic, since we’d stolen her.

“The SISBI laws are the problem,” Micaiah said. “We can’t travel in the U.S. anonymously because we’ll be tracked and scanned. That’s why I escaped with the cure into the Juniper in the first place. It’s the only place left in the U.S. where someone can be truly anonymous.”

I remembered how Wren and I had had our eyes scanned in Cleveland. Since we weren’t U.S. citizens, we hadn’t been in the U.S. citizen database. Sharlotte wasn’t either. But Pilate, due to his military service, and Micaiah, for sure, would be.

Then I thought of the wanted posters in my back pocket.

“We’ll have to go back into the Juniper.” I felt sick for saying it, ’cause if that was where we were headed, we’d be driving away from medical aid for Sharlotte. I scrolled across the map until a stretch of blue caught my eye—Fish Springs National Wildlife Refuge, or that was what it had been called before the Yellowstone Knockout, when the world still made sense and Utah still had power. “There’s a wildlife refuge, and I bet that means water. We could find a cabin. Lay low for a while.”

“Cavvy, we can’t!” Micaiah shouted in shock. He knew, like I did, that Sharlotte, poor Sharlotte, might not survive the trip.

I shouted back angrily. “I know we can’t, goddammit!” Cussing was such a bad habit, but at times, only cussing would do. “I know what I’m saying. We’ll have to cut off Sharlotte’s leg. And we’ll have to pray she doesn’t die of infection. We’ll just have to pray for it all.”

That shut everyone up. Even Pilate stopped coughing.

“We have about an hour until they catch our scent,” Pilate said. “First they’ll search Wendover. Then someone will report a stolen car, and they’ll track the car’s signal. They’ll send gunships for us, aircraft. They’ll kill us, take Micaiah, and destroy the chalkdrive. And no one will know Tibbs Hoyt has the cure to the Sterility Epidemic. The desert will swallow up the truth forever.”

Micaiah struck the steering wheel with his palm. “I can’t let you risk yourselves anymore. Not for me. Not for this.”

“What else should we do?” Pilate asked. “If we can change the world, we have a responsibility to try. Dare I say it? We have a moral obligation ... a sacred duty.” Pilate chuckled. “And I love to be a problem to people in power, especially when I’m doing the right thing. I still send the Pope Christmas cards.”

I turned back around and petted Sharlotte’s hair. My beautiful, strong sister, so sturdy, so righteous. I’d watched her change into a poet, brave but gentle. “What about Sharlotte?” I asked.

Pilate’s voice fell quiet. “Sharlotte got hit bad. If she lives, it will be miracle. I vote we bet on it. Miracles love it when we bet on them.”

Baker, Nevada would be crawling with ARK spies and Cuius Regios looking for us. Every border town on the west side of the Juniper would be just as dangerous ’cause of the FBI manhunt, and we wouldn’t be able to avoid the ID scans for long.

Our only hope lay at the Fish Springs National Wildlife refuge, inside the Juniper. We could drive until the Pegasus stopped working, then slog across the desert, find a saw, and do the terrible thing to my sister. And pray she didn’t die.

That we all didn’t die.

But could my ankle bear my weight across those kilometers? Or would it fail and leave me lame in the desert?

Would I be just another damaged Weller sister courting death?

(ii)

We drove east, heading toward a line of bruised mountains punching an empty sky. The landscape had greened a little from spring. Rabbitbrush and Brigham tea fought with sagebrush for space in the gray dirt. Some kind of green bush I didn’t recognize dominated their own patchwork kingdoms across the plain.

Raising his voice above the wind, Micaiah explained that after the ARK grabbed Wren, Pilate, and me, the rest of our crew escaped into the Moby Dick. As far as he knew, Aunt Bea, Nikki Breeze, Dolly Day Cornpone, Kasey Romero, and Allie Chambers were all safe with Sketchy, Tech, and Peeperz. No mention of our dogs. And my horses, had they survived the stampede? What would happen to them? I thought about our other animals, like Charles Goodnight and Betty Butter. It’d be horrible to lose such smart cows, but it was far too late to save them.

Wren and Sharlotte remained unconscious, and I prayed they’d stay that way. I was knocking on God’s door, and if He slumbered, I’d smash down the door, get Him out of bed, and make Him heal Sharlotte.

It wasn’t long before we hit the fence separating the Juniper from the rest of the world. We stopped and looked at the long steel poles thrust into concrete circles in the dust. Attached to the poles, silver chain-link stretched as far as the eye could see, north to south.

Every meter of the fence was monitored. Like Wren had said at the beginning of our adventures, the U.S. government didn’t really care who went into the Juniper, but they damn sure cared who wanted to stand on American soil.

Which was why we should’ve known something was wrong in Wendover.

Interestingly enough, right after the SISBI laws were passed, the U.S. managed to bring home the Ladies in Waiting stranded in China after the Sino. And where did most of our vets end up? The Juniper. That had happened to June Mai Angel, the Outlaw Warlord who had attacked us again and again and who currently occupied our hometown of Burlington.

Long minutes passed as we considered the fence, what it represented, and what we were going to do about it.

“Back up a bit,” I said to Micaiah.

He threw the Pegasus in reverse and eased back. I stood and hefted Tina Machinegun to my hip. I triggered the grenade launcher and sent an MX2 shell into one of the fence posts. The explosion blasted the pole from the ground and sent a cloud of dust whirling across the desert.

“Shouldn’t we have talked about that?” Pilate asked from the back seat.

“Command decision,” I said.

“Yeah, I see that.”

“Now they’ll know where we entered the Juniper,” Micaiah said.

“They know anyway, from the CPU broadcasting the signal,” I said. “There was no way we could’ve cut that fence without them knowing. It’s all monitored. But let’s get going.”

We glided over the ruins of the fence and returned to zooming across the desert. Micaiah zigzagged around the bush kingdoms I’d seen.

“What kind of plant is that?” I asked Micaiah.

“Greasewood,” he said. “Farmers hate it.”

“And how do you know that?”

He smiled at me. “You’re not the only one who went to school.”

I got flustered for a minute, then smiled back. We were hurt and fearful, but were together. I relaxed for a second, but then I just wondered how far we’d get before we hit the electromagnetic field and lost the Pegasus for good.

(iii)

I pulled out the FBI wanted posters and studied our grim faces, digitized pictures of Pilate and me, sketches of Wren and Sharlotte. I recognized my picture from the Sally Brown Burke Academy for the Moral and Literate, taken earlier that year. My junior year picture showed me in my New Morality dress, smiling, young, and blessedly naïve. Pilate’s photo had been taken when his hair was still short, prolly during one of his tours in China. A smirk twisted his face above his priest’s collar.

Wanted. Armed and extremely dangerous. All of us.

I read through our list of crimes: murder, aggravated assault, grand larceny, and kidnapping. Pilate and Wren were responsible for the first two. In our gun battles, they’d killed a bunch of people, and Wren had dragged me into a shootout at my school. I did the grand larceny, stealing the train. The kidnapping was complete fiction, since Micaiah was with us of his own accord.

Then I realized I had also murdered. I was a murderer. I folded the wanted posters and shoved them back into my pocket.

At dusk, without warning, we hit the edge of the electromagnetic field and the Pegasus lost power. We crashed to the ground, plowing through the white dirt and scraggly yellow grass, bashing up the front end something awful. Micaiah lost steering, and we struck a thicket of greasewood. It slowed us right down.

We’d entered the Juniper, and the Eterna battery was now useless as a rock.

The tool kit had wrenches, and I used them to remove the passenger seat. Laying it flat, I hacked off all the seatbelts with a box cutter and made three harnesses—for me, for Micaiah, and for Pilate. I latched them to the car seat.

While I worked on the harnesses, Micaiah pounded at the rails of the car seat until they curled like a sleigh’s rails. Even with the improvements, dragging both Sharlotte and Wren was going to be a sweaty, grinding chore.

And then Wren woke up. She glanced around, saw Sharlotte, and her face grew dark.

We explained everything that had happened.

I expected Wren to explode and insist we go back to Wendover so she could kill every one of those ARK skanks and get Sharlotte to a hospital. Instead, her voice got rough and her eyes got glassy. “Sorry I couldn’t fight with you. Sorry I slowed you down. Sorry for everything.”

That unnerved me. Wren in a rage I understood. I’d grown up watching her throw punches at the world. Her sorrow felt eerie.

“It’s not your fault,” I said. “You freed us. They were going to blind me, and you saved me. You can’t win every fight.”

She closed her eyes and shook her head. “I ain’t good for nothing else. It’s my fault Sharlotte is gonna die.”

I lurched forward and yelled into her face. “She’s not going to die! We have to have faith.”

“I ain’t like you,” she whispered. “I don’t believe in nothin’ ’cept what I can do with my guns and my smile. Lost the one. Even when I had the other, I let you down.”

Pilate coughed and spit into the dirt. “Let’s save such existential discussions for another time. Can you walk, Wren?”

She shrugged. “Gonna have to. I’m mighty thirsty. You geniuses figured out what we’re gonna drink?”

Micaiah went to the hood and opened it up.

“There’s a windshield wiper tank,” he said. “If there’s water in it, we could drink that.”

That made me smile. My boy, usually so smart, was mistaken. I limped to him. It hurt, and it was only going to get worse.

The pain disappeared when I kissed Micaiah. His lips felt soft, warm, so nice. His smell mingled with the sagebrush. We hadn’t touched in what seemed like forever.

I caressed his stubbly cheek. “Can’t drink the windshield wiper fluid. It’ll have an ammonia mixture to get the hydrophobic bug remains off the glass. And we don’t have the time or the plastic to set up a solar still.”

Micaiah smiled. “Cavatica Weller, you never cease to amaze me. Hydrophobic? Solar still?”

“Dang straight.” I winked and then echoed what he’d said before. “You’re not the only one who went to school. And you can use sheets of plastic to evaporate water out of the soil and the plant life. That’s a solar still.”

“So smart,” he whispered and kissed me again and held me tight, so tight. His body was becoming familiar to me, the hard edges of his muscles under his soft, smooth skin. The kiss overwhelmed me, and I let my head rest on his shoulder.

“No matter what,” he whispered to me. It was our promise to each other. It was the covenant we’d made after I got shot saving him from the Vixxes.

“No matter what,” I whispered back.

Pilate cleared his throat. “Cavvy, your ankle. You’re not going to be able to walk.”

I stepped back, blushing. Hadn’t meant for anyone to see Micaiah and me like that.

“I’m fine,” I said. Ha, that was a joke.

“Starting off thirsty on a desert hike is a bad idea, but bad is all we got,” Wren said quietly.

“Not all bad,” Micaiah said. He walked around to the trunk of the Pegasus, clicked it open, and removed Sharlotte’s saddlebags.

I couldn’t stop smiling. Knowing Sharlotte, we’d been given a gift. Both Wren and I did a quick inventory of the treasures—no water, but Sharlotte had thrown in LifeStraws, a tube that filtered water as you drank through it. Under the straws lay a folded plastic three-liter jug. I moved it and found extra ammunition, some vacuum sealed beef jerky, NDurance protein bars, a bottle of Fast Boil, a box of FireForge, a sewing kit, some spoons, and best of all, a bottle of Doc Slocum’s Reactivation Elixir.

Wren touched the yellow bottle of Doc Slocum’s oil and nodded. “Johnson is right,” she said. “In fact, this isn’t just good, it’s exactly great in our current condition.”

I could only agree. At the bottom of the saddlebags lay something else we’d need. A collapsible aluminum saw.

Wren saw my face grow dark. “Not yet, Cavvy.”

An evil feeling flip-flopped in my belly and my head grew light. “We both know what we need to do.”

“Maybe so,” Wren said. “But if we don’t find water, we all might die anyway.”

She wanted to avoid the grisly chore put in front of us. To tell you the truth, I did as well, but I knew we’d have to do it or lose Sharlotte forever. I left and tightened Sharlotte’s tourniquet.

When I went to put on one of the seatbelt harnesses, Wren stopped me. “No, Cavvy, you can barely walk. Let me.”

She, Pilate, and Micaiah dragged Sharlotte across the desert ground.

The curved rails cut through the dirt pretty well. I limped along after them, my cowgirl boots marking up the trail left behind by the car seat.

Wren walked with two AZ3 assault rifles crisscrossing her back. Tina Machinegun hung over Pilate’s shoulder. I carried the saddlebags, heavy from the extra clips and grenades, along with the little toolkit. No way would I leave anything behind. My mama had done salvage work. Early on, she made a needlepoint placard which she framed and hung on the wall of our house that said “Waste not, want not.” For salvage monkeys, that was pretty much gospel.

So, we walked—wounded, bloody, exhausted. We kept the North Star to our left, picked a bright star in the eastern sky, and marched toward it. I knew to keep the Granite Mountains to our right. We’d have to pass them to get to the Fish Springs Mountains, which I hoped weren’t as big. Snow still capped the Granite Mountains, which were painted crimson by the setting sun.

Each step made the pain in my ankle worse, but at least the air started to cool as night fell. Every so often, I’d think my ankle was toughening up, and for a minute, the pain would drift away, and then it would return, strangling me. Still, I gimped along.

Our cows were gone. Our employees were gone. The money we’d needed to save our house and pay off our debts was gone. All we had left was uncertain hope and fearful desperation. Micaiah had promised reward money, but we’d have to be alive to collect it. And the idea of selling the cure for the Sterility Epidemic felt like a fairytale. I didn’t know how we’d save our land, but then, I had other things to worry about. The ARK would come after us. They would scour every centimeter of the Juniper to find us.

More and more, it looked like we were sitting at a poker table holding worthless low cards. The odds were stacked against us in every way imaginable.

Nothing new there. We’d done thirteen hundred kilometers from Burlington, Colorado to Wendover, Nevada in similar straits.

What was one more night?
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Chapter Three
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Walk into the wasteland

Where the water tastes like flame

Walk into the darkness

Where no one knows your name

— Melissa Clique


(i)

ANOTHER NIGHT WITHOUT sleep.

The full moon broke over the horizon, bright enough to shine a path of silver across the scrub. Despite the light and despite my pain, I kept falling asleep while walking. My foot would hit a half-buried rock, or I’d trip on greasewood, and my eyes would snap open before I tumbled to the ground.

I longed to stop and rest. I didn’t care if I bedded down in a den of rattlesnakes nor if black widow spiders crawled into my ears. At least my ankle wouldn’t be screaming at me, and I’d get to close my sandpaper-dry eyes. Pilate’s breathing had gotten raspier. Wren stumbled, like me, tripping in her sleep.

Thirst plagued us.

Micaiah seemed fine, but then, he might not be completely human. Didn’t know ’cause he wouldn’t tell me. And the predicament we were in was ’cause of him and the chalkdrive. If Sharlotte had sent him away that first night, we’d prolly be counting our ten million dollars in a hotel in Wendover, watching video and drinking fruit smoothies.

Instead, we were on the run with my oldest sister’s life hanging in the balance. And it was the sister I liked most, not Wren, sullen, violent, contrary Wren—

Right then, I had to stop and correct myself.

Wren was going to quit drinking and change. And I hadn’t always liked Sharlotte. Micaiah, even though he could be secretive, was on a noble quest to get the cure for the Sterility Epidemic out to the world, so women wouldn’t have to buy Male Product from an ARK clinic or sleep with some man they didn’t love. Like Pilate—vows of celibacy aside.

My attempt to shake off the vile thoughts only worked for so long, and I fell back into hate and despair. What was Micaiah? How could he heal like a Vixx? The world saw him as human, the son of Tibbs Hoyt, heir to the ARK. Had he been dosed with the Gulo Delta, too? Or was he something else altogether?

We stopped for a short break beside the snowy peaks of the Granite Mountains. Thank God we hadn’t needed to cross them. I went to check on Sharlotte. The heat of her fever warmed my hand despite the night’s cold. Her shattered leg wouldn’t heal. The flesh would become necrotic, gangrene would set in, and finally death. Again, I considered the saw in the saddlebags. We’d put a fair distance between us and the ruined Pegasus, but it didn’t feel like the right time.

When would it be right? I didn’t know.

Micaiah asked, “How do we know we won’t miss the wildlife refuge?”

“I memorized the map,” I said. “Granite Mountains are above us. In the distance are the Fish Springs Mountains. The tallest one is George H. Hansen Peak. On the other side is the Fish Springs Wildlife Refuge. I think they might be natural springs bubbling up from the ground, since there’s no snow on that mountain range.”

“If they’re natural springs, what if the water is too alkaline to drink?” Micaiah asked. “I think we might be on the southern tip of the salt flats.”

“We are,” I whispered. “And if we can’t drink the water, we’ll die.” Funny, fear and pain filled me like an overflowing bucket. Couldn’t fit even a micro-liter more in me. It flowed right on out.

So we’d die. Big deal. At least my ankle would stop hurting. And I wouldn’t have to use the saw.

“I won’t let you die, Cavatica,” Micaiah said fiercely. “I might not be the best guy around, but I will protect you. I swear. I’ll keep you safe by any means necessary.”

Oh, if only I’d have stopped to consider that one simple sentence. My whole life might’ve played out differently. At the time I thought it was sweet. Now I know better.

Micaiah unshouldered his harness. “I know you say it’s not hurting, but it’s pretty clear you’re in pain. I can help. Pilate, Wren, are you okay pulling Sharlotte on your own?”

Both nodded.

Before I could stop him, Micaiah used a pocket knife to cut the straps of the harness into strips. “Please, Cavvy, sit down.”

I touched a layer of crystalline crust as I settled my bottom onto the ground. Sure enough, it was salt. Unlike the salt flats, this soil had enough nutrients to support life. More greasewood dotted the landscape, as did junipers. During our walk, every one of them had seemed like an ARK soldier coming after us.

Micaiah slid my boot off and wrapped my ankle in the seatbelt strap, then wriggled my boot back on. He smiled at me, and I smiled back shyly. His concern for me was nice. He could be so selfless and caring.

He crawled over me and kissed me again. His touch fired my heart. Did he know how good his hands felt on me? I wasn’t sure.

It was dark, and Pilate and Wren had started off dragging Sharlotte. We had a second of privacy. Then Micaiah stood and threw Sharlotte’s saddlebags over his shoulder. He pulled me up. I went to walk away, but he insisted I lean on his shoulder instead. He held my waist and helped me limp eastward. To be honest, the bandage didn’t help much, but being so close to him made me feel good. His body, his smell, the boy I loved and who loved me back. No matter what.

He grinned at me. “Worst date ever, huh?”

I smiled wearily. “Not a lot of boys left in the world. That I get a date at all is kinda exciting. Though next time, it’d be nice if there was more video and kissing and less running for our lives.”

“I’ll pay for all the drinks,” he said.

That made me groan. “Don’t talk about it. Even the word ‘drinks’ makes the thirst worse.”

One foot, then the next, then the next, then the next. Sharlotte’s car seat tore through the gray dirt and brush, marking our trail, but throwing up the pleasant scent of torn sage and fresh soil.

Dawn came bloody. The rising sun shined upon the Fish Springs Mountains, making the rocky soil glow like red meat, the gray granite fading into white from the intense light. Hansen Peak rose into the sky south of us. The sun, already hot, sizzled the last of the moisture out of our mouths.

I figured as we got closer to the refuge we’d see dwarf pines at least. But there wasn’t a single tree in sight. Sparse clumps of coarse grasses reached like corpse hands from the poisonous, salty soil.

Wren’s feet got tangled up in some greasewood, and she fell. She didn’t get up. I wasn’t sure how the Gulo Delta had changed her genetics, but it was clear she was still pretty messed up—though she was healing. Then again, she’d been close to death the night before, so even the fact she could move was a miracle of science.

We all waited for her, as patient as draft horses harnessed together for plowing. We didn’t say anything, didn’t try to help, just waited for her. I leaned harder on Micaiah to rest my right ankle.

Wren struggled to her feet, swaying. She laughed. “Ain’t this a party? Like New Year’s Eve, but Sharlotte don’t get a kiss, she gets cut to pieces. And you expect me to go through this world sober? You expect me to believe in God? Well, you can all go jack yourselves.”

I was too tired to argue with her. Pilate, though, was always good for a debate. “Are you afraid, Wren?”

My sister wasn’t about to admit her fears out loud.

Pilate tried me. “Are you afraid, Cavvy?”

I shrugged. Yes. Always. For months on end.

“I am,” Micaiah offered. “If we get lost or if the water in the wildlife reserve is too brackish, we’ll die of thirst out here. So yes, I’m afraid.”

Pilate smiled. “It’s impossible to feel fear and faith at the same time. I say we choose to have faith. I say we all should decide we’ll find the wildlife refuge, the water will be crystal clear and cool, and that everything will work out.”

“’Cause of God, Pilate?” Wren said the G-word like a curse.

“Our invisible friend in the sky? No, I can’t buy that.” Pilate actually laughed. “I say we choose faith because living in faith is a whole lot easier than living in fear.”

A gentleness came over Wren’s face, some kind of odd look I’d never seen before. I expected her to argue, but instead, she hugged Pilate for a long time.

I glanced at Micaiah, trying to gauge his reaction. He raised his eyebrows and cocked his head, as if to say, Yes, faith is easier than fear, but so what?

As for me, I wanted to know how Pilate could still wear a priest’s collar and not believe in God.

Wren and Pilate leaned into their harnesses and pulled Sharlotte. She trailed after them, still unconscious in the car seat. Micaiah and I followed. It was nice walking without the weight of the saddlebags, and Micaiah seemed to carry them easily. I never realized how strong he was.

Not an hour later, we came to the first rise of rocks marking the Fish Springs Mountains. We’d be able to skirt them on their northernmost border, and I was glad. Going up and over would’ve killed us.

I sniffed. Cows could smell water from kilometers away, and so, it seemed, could thirsty people. The breeze brought us a green, watery odor.

“Smell that?” Pilate said. “Faith is a lot more fun than fear.”

“Sometimes we need to be afraid,” Micaiah said. “Fear keeps us alive.”

“And faith doesn’t?” Pilate inhaled deeply. “Fear is a trick most of the time. Faith might be an illusion, but I’d rather trick myself happy than think myself sad.”

“But I thought you didn’t believe in God,” I said.

“Well, Cavvy,” Pilate replied, “confessing my sins to you helped me find my goddamn faith. Just when I’m certain heaven is empty, the Father throws me a surprise party. God isn’t the problem. I am. Most of the time.”

Once again, I couldn’t follow Pilate’s twist of thinking. One minute he’s saying he can’t believe in an invisible friend in the sky, and the next he’s talking about a surprise-party God.

A flock of big, white birds drifted over us and I couldn’t hold back my surprise. “Pelicans. There must be water close!”

We hurried forward. The sun flamed hotter, roasting us in our own juices. My tongue swelled in my mouth like a dead toad, and my body odor fouled the air. Embarrassing.

Needles of pain ripped up and down my leg as Micaiah and I forced ourselves to move faster. Every second without water seemed like hours of torture.

The rusted top of a school bus rose from the scrub and we moved toward it. As we got closer, we noticed a collection of derelict trucks surrounding the bus. The ground turned wet and marshy. The car seat rails sank, now too difficult for Wren and Pilate to pull. We all lifted the seat, and though every step was agony, I helped carry my sister through the salt marsh to the wrecked vehicles.

A small pond of water glimmered in the sunshine about ten meters east of the bus.

Not sure what happened to the bottom of the bus, but enough of the top, peppered with bullet holes and rusted through, remained to give us shelter. The other trucks, all regular gasoline, wouldn’t have worked. We could salvage them later. First, water.

Pilate and Micaiah laid Sharlotte in the shade under the bus’s picked-apart roof. We had to duck through the windows or door, but once inside, we didn’t need to stoop. Wren removed the LifeStraws and the collapsible plastic jug from the saddlebags.

We slogged through wet, gripping, sucking salt, until—

We stopped in a line. In front of us wasn’t a crystalline natural spring, but an oozing pond of boiling water, stinking like rotten eggs kept out in the sun. Minerals formed a wide crust around the central pool in an array of colors, from blood-rusty red to the gold color of old urine left in a bucket. Steam drifted from the boiling miasma to be whirled away by the breeze.

“What about your goddamn faith now, Pilate?” Wren’s laughter echoed across the landscape like gunshots.

It wouldn’t be the last time we’d be troubled by hot springs.

(ii)

You can drink the water from hot springs. People across the world have been doing it forever ’cause of the supposed health benefits. Sure, the minerals might give you diarrhea, but they won’t kill you. Though in our case, a bad case of the runs might’ve.

I snatched a LifeStraw from Wren and stomped through the top crust of minerals. Water seeped into my boots. Near the edges it was hot but not boiling.

Braving the heat, I sank to my knees and put the straw in, sucked a little ... and spit it out. Sulfur won’t kill you, but drinking salt water will. Our kidneys would use too much water to process the salt, so we’d be left thirstier and more dehydrated than before.

Standing up, I limped back to Wren, Pilate, and Micaiah.

Didn’t need to tell them the water was bad, so I launched into a plan. “Micaiah and I will take the jug and go looking for fresh water. There has to be some. Those pelicans couldn’t live out here if there was only this muck.”

Pilate went to argue, but coughing broke him up.

“Cavvy, you go east,” Wren said. “The boy can go south, and I’ll go north. We’ll meet back in an hour. Pilate can cough up a lung while he waits with Sharlotte.”

“My lungs are coughed gone,” Pilate said, wheezing, “but my goddamn faith remains. You all will find water. I’ll wait here. And though it makes more sense for Cavvy to stay because of her ankle, I am not feeling up to fighting her. Fighting anyone else? Sure. I’m fairly certain battling the entire ARK army would be easier than arguing with a Weller.”

“Prolly,” I agreed.

When we got back to the shade under the bus roof, I sniffed Sharlotte, and winced at the stink. Her wound was going septic. We didn’t have long, and it might’ve already been too late.

Wren took Sharlotte’s Betty knife and tested the edge with her thumb.

I knew what she was thinking, so I said, “Let’s see if we can find water first. And we might find medical supplies. Remember, we still have that bottle of Doc Slocum’s.”

Pilate took the saw out of the saddlebags. “We can use the hot springs to sterilize the blade. It’s not an autoclave but it’s better than nothing. Whatever surgery we’re going to do, we need to do it fast and get moving again.”

“But not yet,” I said.

Pilate nodded. “Water and then surgery.”

“And quick,” Wren threw in.

’Cause the ARK soldiers would come gunning for us, maybe even send in the Severins. According to Micaiah, Severins were the next generation of bioengineered super soldiers brewed up in ARK vats. He’d said the Vixxes were bad, but the Severins were far worse.

After seeing the FBI notices, and from Micaiah’s comments about the California airbases, I had no doubt Tibbs Hoyt had contacts in the U.S. military. They’d know where we’d blasted through the fence. Finding us would take some time, but they had zeppelins and advanced gunships, though the gunships would need electricity for the blue-fire propulsion engines to work. The two Johnny blimps we’d seen, on the other hand, could cross into the Juniper without a problem. Even if they didn’t see our tracks, it wouldn’t be long before they set their sights on the Fish Springs National Wildlife Refuge.

We didn’t have much time. There had to be water. Had to be.

I limped off to check the trucks surrounding the bus. There was no water, nothing worth salvaging, and every vehicle had run off regular gasoline, which needs a continual spark to work. And the gas was thirty years old, though it might still be okay.

In the Juniper, we all had a special place in our hearts for Olive Rowley, an American chemical engineer who had worked for British Petroleum. God bless her and the limeys at BP. In the 2020s, as the world’s fossil fuels disappeared, Rowley had found a way to treat gas and diesel with a preservative. I remember Mama asking every time we ran across a derelict diesel vehicle, Girls, is it full of limey juice or stink water? You could tell by the smell.

Years had passed since the vehicles last worked. Dust darkened the windows of the trucks, and rodents had taken up residence. Any road that might’ve cut through the landscape nature had taken over and covered it with greasewood.

I left the trucks and watched Micaiah jog south carrying the plastic jug from Sharlotte’s saddlebags.

Wren ran north.

I limped eastward toward a merciless sun. I found more hot springs puking salt and minerals from holes in the world. I tried each one with my LifeStraw but had to spit out the water ’cause of the salt. Soon the insides of my mouth felt raw.

How could Pilate keep his faith? Mine had left me, and I felt the horror of our situation keenly. On the run, hunted, dying of thirst, and then there was the task of Sharlotte’s leg to consider.

Hurry. We had to hurry, yet all I could see around me was the salt grasses, sage, and greasewood.

More pelicans floated down to the south. Water. Had to be water there. I changed course, grimacing at the pain, but keeping my feet moving in a half-skip; my thirst overruled my complaining ankle.

The white birds flapped again into the air and I saw why.

Micaiah waved me over from reeds greening the desert ground. The soil was changing under my boots, turning from the salt crust to crumbling gray soil.

He pulled me through the reeds, and I fell into a pond vibrant with algae, not the hellish boil we’d seen before. In fact, the water felt cool around my legs. A fence of barbed wire disappeared down the horizon to my right—it would’ve marked the boundary of the wildlife refuge. A few signs hung from the posts, but I didn’t pause to read them. I dropped down to my knees and drank from the pond through the LifeStraw.

“Easy, Cavatica,” he whispered. “Don’t drink too much too fast or you’ll get sick.”

I stopped myself and then leaned forward until my face and hair sank beneath the surface. Heaven, so much heaven in that little pond of murky water.

Micaiah joined me, and we drifted for a second through the water. He’d already filled the plastic jug.

I took more long sips through the LifeStraw and then climbed out, loving how chill and wet I felt. The water filled me with strength.

Good. I’d need it.

(iii)

Micaiah climbed out of the pond and lifted the barbed wire for me. I went under it and held the wire for him. He curled himself under the barbs then stood straight. Even after running for weeks on end and walking all night, he looked good, rosy-cheeked and excited. It wasn’t fair, but more than that, it was troubling after seeing the Vixx sisters heal.

“In the end, I followed the birds to the water,” Micaiah said.

“You’re a smart one, all right,” I said. Should’ve ended it there, but I couldn’t. “Micaiah, you’re eventually going to tell me the truth about yourself, aren’t you?”

He stiffened and turned away. Wrong way to ask it, worse timing, but my head wasn’t working. “You said the Vixxes were your aunts. Are you like them?” I asked.

He didn’t respond.

“You’re going to tell me the truth, right?” The bracelet he’d made me itched on my wet wrist.

Instead of an answer, he said, “We found water, but we’re too close to the border. We either have to make a run for California or go east. Not sure which is worse. But first, Sharlotte. I’m sorry.”

“No!” I erupted. Didn’t mean to, but part of me was getting ready, gathering up my shakti for the awful thing we were going to have to do. “Not another sorry. Unless you want to apologize for keeping secrets, then you have my blessing.”

He turned back to me. His lips tightened into a white line before he spoke. “I’m afraid to tell you what I really am. Things are so tense, and if you knew the truth ... I’m afraid of what you’d do.”

“We’re all afraid, Micaiah. All of us. But you keeping secrets is jackercrap.” I paused. “Excuse my language.”

He nodded. Just a nod. What was that supposed to mean?

I tried to get a hold on my anger, but it bucked my attempts like a wild stallion. “Before, on the train, I asked if you could be honest with me, and you’d said you’d try. Well, it seems to me you’re not trying very hard.”

“I’m sorry.”

“No, you’re not. If you were sorry, you’d tell me everything, but you won’t. So quit saying words you don’t mean.”

We lapsed into silence. My emotions twisted in a jumble inside me—love for him, frustration, wonder at why he was so reluctant to tell us the truth. We were risking my sister’s life to save him. We deserved the truth, every crumb of it.

“Let’s just go,” I muttered.

We took off, Micaiah running in front of me with the jug while I limped after him. Then my ankle crumbled under me.

I tried to get up, but I couldn’t. My body, my legs, my arms wouldn’t let me. I started crawling across the ground toward the bus.

Micaiah turned and saw me. He jogged back, and I slapped his hand away. “I don’t need your help.”

“Really?” He didn’t laugh, but he prolly should’ve.

I laughed, though. He was right. I needed his help. Besides, crawling was not a very dignified way to heroically save the day, though Mama always said, “Better to crawl forward than run back.”

It wouldn’t be the last time I’d crawl forward. Not hardly. I was Abigail Weller’s daughter, body, mind, and spirit, and Mama was right about that. Better to crawl forward than run back. I imagine they’ll put that on my tombstone when the time comes.

(iv)

Micaiah helped me gimp back to the bus. It was easy to find in the flat wasteland.

The sun had bleached everything bone white: the bus, the trucks, the salt ground. Old rusted metal and the foul salty marsh water stank up the shade. But I could still smell Sharlotte’s wound.

Pilate had found an old blue bucket he’d filled with boiling water. Across the top lay the saw and Sharlotte’s Betty knife, as sterilized as he could get them. The operating room was ready.

Pilate drank from the jug using the LifeStraw. He sighed and closed his eyes. “Faith never tasted so good.”

I took another turn, as did Micaiah. In minutes flat, we’d drank most of it but left some for Wren. Then we got to work.

Pilate helped me strap Sharlotte down to the seat in case she woke up, God forbid.

My throat kept closing as I knelt to pull the straps tight. Pebbles of dread loaded my stomach. It was stinking hot under the bus roof, even in the shade, but we couldn’t wait for cooler air. Every second Sharlotte stayed connected to her damaged leg, the worse her chances got.

“Maybe we should wait. There has to be a ranger station or some kind of research facility,” Micaiah said to anyone listening. “There might be pain medication and antibiotics that were left behind.”

“We have to do it now,” Pilate snipped.

“But what if—” Micaiah started.

I snapped. “There is no ‘what if.’ We either do it now or she dies.” Sweat burned my eyes.

“We’ll need the sewing kit,” Pilate said. “And we’ll need to make an incision first to avoid damaging the skin. I’ll need a flap to close the wound.”

“I know,” I said, though I didn’t. Not really.

Micaiah took the sewing kit out of the saddlebags and tossed it to him, but Pilate dropped it.

We all were moving too fast, talking too loud, getting nasty, our stink swamping up the mottled shade under the bus.

Wren came charging back and saw us getting ready.

She grabbed the nearly empty jug and used her own LifeStraw to drink the rest. “Where did you find the water?” she asked.

“South of us,” Micaiah said, pointing. “About a kilometer.”

Without pausing, Wren sprinted from the bus, jug in hand.

“Dammit, Wren! You don’t get to leave this time!” I yelled it before I could stop myself. Yelling wouldn’t do a thing to stop her. Not her. Not ever.

My shouting woke up Sharlotte. She took one look at the saw and shrieked.

God had left us, and only the Devil remained.

We were going to have to cut my sister up conscious.
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Chapter Four
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Ain’t no sun no more

And the world is dark and done

But maybe we can be starlight for one another

Maybe we can be one

— Missy Lewis


(i)

“NO! GOD, PLEASE, NO!” Sharlotte’s screams echoed off the roof of the bus. Birds flapped off into a colorless sky, a washed-out white in the hellish heat.

I held Sharlotte’s Betty knife; Pilate must’ve handed it to me. Not sure why he chose me to do it. Maybe ’cause he knew I’d butchered before. I’d chopped the heads off chickens. I’d butchered more cows and pigs than I could count. I’d killed horses I’d loved ’cause sometimes there was no fixing them. Sometimes the death couldn’t be wiped away. But for every death there came a birth, and that was ranch life.

Micaiah took the bucket and splashed hot spring water onto the mashed muscle and splintered bone of Sharlotte’s left leg. She howled.

I choked back a sob. Revulsion and despair raged an inferno in me, but I couldn’t cry. I needed my eyes clear.

Sharlotte wrenched against the straps and busted loose. Micaiah and Pilate grabbed her and held her down again. “No,” she whimpered. “Please don’t hurt me. Please, stop.”

Pilate shushed her, like she was a baby.

Before I knew it, I was shouting. “We gotta do this, Sharlotte. This isn’t a death! This is a birth!”

I screamed it out ’cause the turmoil inside me needed me to yell, so I kept yelling. “Remember when that snotty cow Betty Butter got born? It was a fight, and yeah, her mama died, but Betty Butter got to live. Just like you’re gonna live! You understand, Shar? You understand?”

She didn’t. She bellowed again in terror.

I kept telling myself it was going to be a birth. We had to cut off the death so she could live again.

Pilate and Micaiah latched onto Sharlotte and held her leg, the skin like burned sausage, turned to black as the flesh went necrotic.

My jaws clamped shut; my lips pulled into a growl. I grabbed her thigh to steady it more. Doubt tempted me to pause, but I couldn’t allow it even a whimper. We either did this, however badly, or we buried Sharlotte. I used the Betty knife to cut into the skin below the knee so she’d have the joint when we found her a prosthetic leg. The knife couldn’t have been sharper, but then this was my sister Sharlotte—she took good care of everything she owned. Like Mama taught us.

I cut around her leg and through the flesh at an angle so we’d have the extra skin to sew her stump closed.

Sharlotte flailed against Pilate and Micaiah. I thought for a minute the pain would knock her out, but still she struggled. Both boys pushed down on her.

I dropped the Betty knife into the dirt. I snatched the saw out of the bucket. I brought it down into the incision I’d made. I sawed. The jagged teeth ripped through muscle, gushing blood, and still I sawed. Through her skin, through her flesh, through her bone.

Memories of Mama whispered into my ear, telling me to use the entire length of teeth on the saw, letting it do the work for me. Memories of me and her cutting branches by the woodshed. Never would’ve thought such lessons would help me at such a time. Never would’ve thought that in a million years.

I sawed. Gore sprayed my face.

I sawed and took my sister’s leg ’cause I loved her more than I loved my own fear and screaming heart.

The dead meat slapped onto the ground. I flung the handsaw beside it, and then I let the tears stream down my face.

Sharlotte’s howls continued. She’d turned pure animal—blanched white and sweat-drenched and writhing in pain.

But she was going to live. I wouldn’t let her die. Never. Never. Never.

On my knees, I pulled her face into mine. “You’re gonna be okay now, Sharlotte. You’re gonna be okay. You saved us. And we saved you right back.”

I’d been at births before, and there was always a moment when the mother escaped the pain and struggle of birthing a baby, when she looked into the eyes of another woman, and for a moment, the pain and struggle disappeared.

It was like that right then.

Normal people might have passed out from the pain, but us Wellers had never been normal. Never would be.

Pilate said something about using more water to clean the wound and getting the sewing kit ready. Micaiah agreed, and their talk droned away.

It was like me and Sharlotte were alone. Just the two of us. Only for Sharlotte, there was someone else.

“Mama?” she said in a little girl’s voice. She was looking over my shoulder, and she was seeing our mother, I had no doubt. I’d only heard the ghostly whisper of memories, but Sharlotte saw her.

“Yeah, Sharlotte,” I murmured, “Mama’s here. And I’m here. And it’s gonna be okay. It’s all gonna be okay.”

The blood and hurt was forgotten for a moment as she asked quietly, “Can you sing for me? Can you sing me a church song?”

I was crying hard, and I could hardly breathe. How could I sing? How could I? But I did. I sang an old song, with my throat closing up, with my heart a strangled little thing inside my chest. I sang, “On Eagle’s Wings.”

And I had thought God had left us, but no, we weren’t alone. Not hardly. The Devil might have been there, too, but then, that jackerdan is always around. The trick is to learn how to ignore him.

Micaiah doused the wound with more water while Pilate sewed up the stump.

“I’ve watched Petal do this,” Pilate said, “but Jesus Harvey Christ, I never thought in a million years I would have to sew someone closed.”

The pain finally consumed Sharlotte, and she slumped next to me, unconscious again. Thank you, Lord Jesus, for your mercy.

Not sure how much time passed, but Pilate finished stitching the wound, and Micaiah ripped off his own shirt to bandage the leg. Our work done, we all sat back against the hot metal of the bus.

Wren ran into the shade. When she saw the scene—the pool of blood, the red flecks on my face, Sharlotte’s damaged body, her severed leg—the jug of water fell from her hands. “I went ... I couldn’t ... I went ...” she sputtered, “I went to get more water. I knew I couldn’t help. I knew—”

She swallowed hard, and though her eyes were dry, the muscles on her jaw clenched tight. “I climbed up the ridge. I found some buildings. They’re not too far.”

Her eyes darted furtively in her pale face. I waited for her to tell me what I needed to hear.

“I’m sorry,” Wren whispered. “I should’ve been here to help. Thank you, Cavvy. Thank you for saving our sister.”

And I knew we had. We would search every building in the wildlife refuge for antibiotics and pain medication, and even if we came up short, we had food from the saddlebags and fresh water. We’d get through it. Faith, not fear, filled my heart.

Until the shots rang out. Until the gunfire.

Wren staggered and went down. Fresh blood soaked her already stained shirt.

Behind her, Rachel Vixx sprinted toward us through the junked trucks. She fired with both of Wren’s Colt Terminators.

It was high noon. The running Vixx cast no shadow.

(ii)

Wren’s pistols were completely customized with cherrywood grips, extended six-inch barrels, and double-stacked magazines, giving Rachel Vixx thirty ACP hollow-point bullets—fourteen in the magazines and two in the chambers.

She’d unloaded half her ammo in seconds, taking Wren down, and then aimed at Pilate. He rolled out of the bus and clambered onto a truck’s hood, an AZ3 in his hand. The Vixx adjusted her aim and bullets struck the dirt next to me; I was her next target.

Micaiah flung himself over me, taking every round. He made pained noises in the back of his throat as the bullets struck him. It was like when we first met, our bodies close, bullets in the air, the smell of him in my nose.

But unlike before, my rage burned my fear into cinders.

We had just saved our sister, and I’d be damned if I was going to let Rachel Vixx kill her.

As long as the bullets didn’t hit Micaiah and Wren in the head or spine, they could heal. The action of the twin pistols clacked open on empty chambers. Before the Vixx could reload, I grabbed the saw off the ground and ran from the bus. Micaiah sprinted straight for the Vixx. He slammed into her and tore one of the Colts away.

Pilate steadied the AZ3 on the roof of the cab and shot the other Colt out of the Vixx’s hand. He’d have killed her with a headshot, but his assault rifle jammed.

I sped across the salt ground and struck the soldier clone across the head with the saw. It dazed her just long enough for Wren to get to her feet.

Poor Pilate, he was coughing something horrible as he pounded on the AZ3, trying to get the action unstuck. I walloped the Vixx again with the saw—gashed her forehead and scalp. For a moment, the blood blinded her, but already the skin closed over the wound.

Wren leapt past me and drove a foot into Rachel Vixx’s belly, bringing her to her knees.

Micaiah tossed Wren the Colt he’d wrestled out of the Vixx’s hand. Wren backed away and aimed the pistol at the Vixx’s head. But my sister was holding her belly as her knees shook; the gun trembled in her fist.

I raised the saw to strike again, but the Vixx, on her knees, was an echo of the soldier girl I’d killed in the sheriff’s office.

Please, don’t kill me.

“Wait!” I shouted. “Don’t.”

Wren swayed. She was about five seconds from falling, but it was long enough for me to grab the other Colt Terminator out of the dirt.

The metal, heated by the sun, scorched my sweaty fingers.  The energy of all our adrenaline electrified the air like dry lightning.

Wren’s eyes winced closed, and she fell. She grunted on the ground, still clutching her stomach. Shot there again, the same place as before. We couldn’t escape a fight with a Vixx without getting hurt. Never could.

Rachel Vixx jerked a leg forward to stand. I stopped her, right there, with one of Wren’s Colt Terminators aimed right between her eyes. If she got to her feet, she’d murder us all. “No. You’re done. Back on your knees.”

She moved her leg back and knelt before me.

I stayed out of her reach. “Unholster that Desert Messiah under your arm and throw it down. Do it slow. Then put your hands behind your head.”

She looked up at me, blinking the blood out of her eye. So much blood. So many gunfights and fistfights and consternation. She dropped her hand-cannon into the dust and laced her fingers behind her skull.

Again, I thought of the soldier I’d shot.

Please, don’t kill me.

A strange quiet fell over our battlefield among the trucks, next to the bus. No birds, no wind, nothing but the heat and the shuffle of feet in the salt.

I asked Rachel Vixx, “Do you want to live?”

Wren yelled, “Shoot that thing, Cavvy. Don’t chat with it.”

The Vixx gazed up into my face. Expressionless. Again, I had the impression that instead of thoughts, she had algorithms deciding her next action.

If, then, else.

“Do you even know you’re alive?” I asked.

Again, nothing.

“One of your Regios begged me not to shoot her,” I said. “She wanted to live. Do you?”

If the Vixx didn’t answer me, I’d have to kill her. And I didn’t want that. Jesus said to turn the other cheek. We’d not done that. Not at all. Not once.

“I want to live,” Rachel Vixx said in her dead voice. “The Cuius Regios have emotions because they are imperfect. I do not have emotions. I want to live so I can complete my imperatives.”

“This is so jacked up!” Wren shakily tried to aim the Colt, but Micaiah darted over and plucked it out of her hand. Wren fell into a shrieking rant. “Goddammit, Cavvy, you had to cut Sharlotte’s leg off ’cause of her. She would’ve blinded you and not cared a bit. She shot me up. She shot up Micaiah. Kill her. Kill that thing dead!”

I didn’t glance at her or Micaiah. I kept my eyes focused on the Vixx. What I was doing was dangerous, like trying to have coffee with a rattlesnake. But the more we knew, the better.

Pilate slid off the truck, but the assault rifle was still jammed. Even if it hadn’t been, his hacking kept him bent over.

“What are your imperatives?” I asked.

She answered in a drone. “It is imperative I bring the chalkdrive containing the ARK database back to mission control. It is imperative I eliminate anyone who has knowledge of the chalkdrive. It is imperative I either retrieve Micah Hoyt or eliminate him.”

“Which is why your sisters tortured him back in the casino,” I muttered. “Before we put them down.”

“Reb and Ronnie Vixx are not my sisters. We were created at the same time, and we are the same. We are not related. We are the same. So are you confirming their decommissioned state?”

Wren cackled. “Ain’t decommissioned, skank. I killed one, and Cavvy tricked the other. Both are dead as doornails.”

Rachel blinked, that computer code mind of hers running processed variables. Not that she was a robot.

“If I do as you say, will you spare me?” she asked.

I couldn’t answer that. But I did know the opposite. “If you don’t, I will shoot you. I don’t want to. I want you to forget about your imperatives.”

“Impossible. I was created to follow my imperatives. If I did not follow the imperatives ...” I could see confusion in her eyes for a moment. “If I did not follow my imperatives, I would be put in an error state.”

“And if I showed you mercy? What then?”

Back to her programming. “It would prove you are imperfect. Mercy is a liability. Pity is a liability. Emotions are a liability.”

Pilate had stopped coughing. He walked and stood next to me. “Okay, Cavvy, I’ll take it from here.”

He’d given up on the AZ3 and held Tina Machinegun.

Rachel Vixx kept her eyes on him and the rifle, every muscle tense. Her eyes dropped to the Desert Messiah lying in the dust. She was coiled, ready to strike.

“No,” I whispered. “Not this time.”

Please, don’t kill me.

Wren cursed. Micaiah kept silent.

“You heard her,” Pilate said. “All she is, all she will ever be, is her orders. Her imperatives. Which are to make sure we all die. We don’t have a choice.”

“We have a choice,” I said. “It’s not an easy choice, but it’s a choice. What if she can change? What if she can find her other side?”

We’d been talking about that for weeks, about people changing and finding the other side of their pain. For Rosie Petal, it was quitting the drugs that kept her crazy. For Wren, it was deciding to be a part of our family and saving Micaiah, not for the reward money, but ’cause it was the right thing to do.

For Pilate, getting to the other side was telling me his sins and asking for forgiveness. It also meant he was trying to believe in some kind of God that might love the world and everyone in it. Including the strange soldier girl in front of us. Not human, certainly not, but could we be certain she didn’t have a soul?

Pilate kept his rifle leveled on the Vixx. She didn’t glance again at her weapon lying on the ground, but I knew she was thinking about it.

Or maybe I was wrong. Maybe she was considering other options.

“What if she can change?” I asked. “We’ve killed a lot of people without giving them the chance.”

Wren exploded. “You shoot her, Pilate. You get her, or I swear I’ll beat y’all to pieces once I get my shakti going again.”

Luckily, Micaiah had taken Wren’s gun. Otherwise, Wren wouldn’t be talking—she’d be shooting.

Micaiah stuck one of Wren’s pistols in his belt. “I can help,” he said in a quiet voice. “Right now, she won’t change, she can’t. But I can fix a little part of her.”

Rachel whipped her head around to stare at him. It wasn’t fear on her face, but it was something close to it.

Pilate had her covered, so I slid Wren’s other Colt .45 into the back of my jeans and bent to retrieve the .50 caliber Desert Messiah lying on the ground. I cocked back the hammer. Didn’t need to, it had a double-action firing mechanism, but I wanted to make sure Rachel Vixx understood her situation. “Rachel, you’re thinking about making one last go for us. If you do, we’ll put you down. I don’t want to do it, but everyone else does. So just be still and let us help you.”

“Impossible,” she said. “You are foolish to think I will do anything but follow my imperatives. What you are doing is illogical. But I will let you think you have changed me, and then I will retrieve the boy and the chalkdrive and eliminate you all.”

“Skank can’t lie.” Wren laughed. “And she thinks she’s perfect.”

Micaiah came up behind her. In his hand, he had a slim, plastic syringe. So tiny, so small, he could’ve fit it in his pocket.

But what was it? Why did he have it?

Another Micaiah mystery. What else was he carrying around that we didn’t know about?

He stuck the syringe in her neck and thumbed down the plunger; he did it quick and jumped back.

“What did you give her?” Pilate asked.

Yeah, my same question. I was too shocked to speak.

Micaiah didn’t answer right away. He gazed down on Rachel, kneeling in the dirt. Then he spoke slowly. “Soldiers don’t need emotions, but people do. If we want to make her human, we have to start with emotions. She was engineered not to have the neurochemicals which make feelings possible. I just gave her a syringe full. She’s about to feel for the first time.”

“And where did you get such a thing?” I asked sarcastically.

He shrugged. That hurt me.

I kept my eyes on Rachel, but I addressed him. “Have you had that syringe all this time? Since you first met us?”

He didn’t answer. His silence suggested secrets I doubted he’d ever be able to tell me.

Rachel Vixx leapt to her feet, but she didn’t attack us. No, her eyes rolled wild in her face. Her limbs trembled so she could hardly stand. “You cannot do this to me. You must kill me. Anything else is idiocy.” She fell into a crouch, her arms up as if the sky itself was about to break her bones.

Wren stood, laughing a little. “Yeah, we’re idiots. But looky there, I think Micaiah filled you full of fraidy-cat juice. I’m liking you scared, Rache, I’m liking it a lot.”

Rachel’s hands fell, and she clawed at her chest. “Is this ... is this fear? How can you stand it? How can you live with it?”

She dropped to the ground on all fours and started to weep.

That shut everyone up, including Pilate.

I gave him the big pistol, gave Wren her Colt, and walked over to our enemy, making sure I blocked any shot they could take. Using my own body to protect her, I bent down. Yes, what I was doing was foolish, but if I was going to be stupid about anything, I’d be stupid about holding someone while they cried their heart out. And I held Rachel Vixx while she let fall the first real tears of her life. I held her and said the Our Father over her.

Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.

Rachel Vixx had sinned against us, certainly, over and over. But I was going to forgive her. For some reason, God had given me the chance to love an enemy, and I was going to take it.

We witnessed two births that day. Sharlotte shed her leg and was born again. And the last of the Vixxes, our Rachel, was born that day as well.
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Chapter Five
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Your love is a puzzle I just can’t do

Your love is a door I can’t get through

You’re a cougar in the kitchen making stew

I’m a bear in the bedroom asking for you

— Al Stainback and the New Developments


(i)

BEFORE WE SET OFF TO find the buildings Wren had spied, we ate NDurance protein bars and beef jerky from Sharlotte’s saddlebags. The sun ticked higher into the sky and birds flittered about, trying to find a cloud. In the distance, red-winged blackbirds trilled their staccato whistle. That sound made me feel right at home, though I couldn’t be farther from Burlington.

Rachel kept cocking her head to listen to the bird song. After her initial outburst, she’d gone dead silent. She crouched, unarmed, outside the bus in the dust, sweating in the heat of the sun, her eyes darting back and forth. We could almost hear her heart fluttering in her chest.

Sharlotte woke, dazed, and we gave her some water to drink. She sucked on the LifeStraw, then collapsed back into unconsciousness.

The breeze dropped, and nasty black gnats appeared. Those darn bugs didn’t just buzz in our ears, but settled onto our skin, prolly looking for the salt and moisture of our sweat. We got tired of swiping at them and let them cover us.

Between the bugs, Sharlotte, Rachel, and Micaiah’s shirtless chest, I had plenty to keep my mind busy. Though I was mad at the boy, I couldn’t help but find myself staring at his skin. He’d cleaned his bullet wounds using hot springs water. The red welts had already healed into scabs. Damaged or not, his body looked good. Then I’d chide myself. Like most of our time together, romance was such an insipid luxury.

After our quick lunch, we were back shuffling through the desert. Micaiah, Wren, and Pilate tugged Sharlotte across the specter of a road through the greasewood. The spiny branches pulled at our clothes even as the verdant tendril-like leaves slid across our boots. Tall yellow-grasses and green reeds edged the various ponds and channels of the Fish Springs Wildlife Refuge on our left—more water than we could ever drink. Red-headed ducks paddled away before taking flight, their wings slapping the water as they flew away. The slaps matched our steps.

Rachel moved in an eerie silence in front of me; we brought up the rear. Pilate and Wren insisted we zip-tie Rachel’s hands behind her back, and yes, I kept Tina Machinegun aimed at her. I didn’t think she’d relapse back into a killing machine, but I couldn’t take the chance.

Even walking, the gnats didn’t let up. They’d try to crawl into my eyes, and I’d have to slap at them or dig them out. The occasional breeze would come, thank Jesus, and blow them away, but they’d always come back as bad as ever.

As we marched down the ghost of the road, I wondered what it must have been like to be in such a remote location during the Yellowstone Knockout. The Sino-American War started in 2028. Less than a year later, the Chinese hit Yellowstone. I imagined some lonely park ranger listening to the disaster on an internet radio station or watching it on her slate—back then called a tablet—watching in horror as clouds of black smoke poured into the air. The Chinese had used a technologically superior hydrogen bomb which consumed most of the radiation in the initial explosion.

Instead of murdering the world, the nuclear blast had sealed the Yellowstone Caldera. Even so, smoke and debris had filled the atmosphere. The sky turned an ashy midnight for months on end. Not quite a nuclear winter, but close enough, and truly devastating in the middle of the most horrific war the world had ever seen. The Sino-American War was fought in China, but it affected every country on Earth. Famines in India and Africa. The Food Wars in Europe.

Almost immediately, the poor ranger’s electronics would’ve cut off.

The sealed caldera had formed a geological phenomenon called a flood basalt. A huge bladder of lava underneath the crust of the earth channeled molten rock through a narrow throat, which ionized the iron in the soil, creating a static electromagnetic field. The flood basalt inched across the earth, moving like a stop-motion tsunami, creeping toward the Pacific Ocean. The front edge only moved a few centimeters a day, but most likely, it would one day creep onto the beaches of Oregon. The Deccan traps in India had been a flood basalt which had lasted a million years and eventually covered most of the sub-continent.

Maybe in another million years, the Yellowstone throat would stop vomiting lava and electricity would return to the Juniper.

Out here in the middle of nowhere, if I’d been a park ranger, and if I’d had a diesel truck, I’d have taken off and not looked back. Would’ve left everything behind. I was hoping that was the case, and we’d find supplies, thirty years old, but supplies nonetheless. If the hapless park rangers had packed up before they fled, Sharlotte might not make it. She needed painkillers and antibiotics in the worst way.

My ankle slowed me down further, and Rachel walked slower to match it, like she wanted me near. Made sense, I guess, since I was the one had saved her. Well, Micaiah and I did.

At one point, we stopped to give Wren and the others a brief rest. My sister approached Rachel and me and gave us each a long look.

“She tries anything, I’m going to put her down,” Wren growled. “You get that, Cavvy, right?”

From my pocket I took the fateful bullet Wren had thrown at Micaiah the night I’d stood up to my sister. I’d gone as far as pointing a gun at her.

I showed Wren the bullet. “Remember this?”

A frown cut into Wren’s face. “Micaiah kept secrets. He never tried to kill us.”

“Rachel isn’t what she was,” I said.

“You willing to bet our lives on it?” Wren asked.

I put the bullet back into my pocket. “Let’s keep walking, Wren. Time will tell if I made a mistake or not.”

“Hopefully we all won’t die ’cause of it.” Wren spat, turned around, and joined Pilate and Micaiah, leashed to Sharlotte’s car seat.

“Yeah,” I whispered. “Hopefully.”

Throughout the entire exchange, Rachel didn’t say a peep, barely looking at us. It was almost like she’d escaped into herself, and whatever happened on the outside didn’t matter. Didn’t know if that was good or bad, but I prayed it meant she was learning how to process her new emotions.

An hour later, we hit the visitor center and research facility of the refuge. It looked like a full-on active compound, and I’d never imagined there would be so many buildings, all built out of red brick. Derelict trucks and big tractors lay exhausted on deflated tires. Cottonwoods and other willows towered over the structures, giving the buildings shade and a homey appearance.

Pilate preached his sermon on faith. “And you all thought we wouldn’t be taken care of. Well, what do you all think of this little oasis?”

Wren spit into the dust. “Won’t know if it’s safe until we check. We might meet up with Mormons hell-bent on wives. Wouldn’t that be fun?” Her belly wound was healing, and she had her Colt Terminators strapped to her jeans—sure, she was ready for another fight. She’d said her pistols were a gift from a guy named Dutch Malhotra, and I remembered Pilate had given her a good ribbing about her having a boyfriend. It was hard to imagine Wren in love. She seemed too hard.

Micaiah’s shoulders and neck shined pink. His bullet wounds were nearly gone, and if he could heal them, he could heal a sunburn. “Let’s check it out,” he said.

Turned out the place was deserted, though in some ways, it looked like it could still be in service. A full hundred meters of garage bays marked the western border of the compound. In front of them sat the visitor center and the government offices. On the north side we found houses, enough that we could each have our own. Each house had its own yard, the lawn reclaimed by desert plants, sectioned off by gray chain-link browned with dust.

All the doors were unlocked. Even before Yellowstone, I wouldn’t imagine crime being a problem in so remote a place. Wren walked into one of the squat brick homes, found it safe, and motioned us to come in. The living room didn’t have any furniture, so we sat Rachel down on dusty carpet against the wall. Wren cut off the zip-ties then lashed Rachel’s hands and feet together with old nylon cord. More lessons from Mama; Wren tied the knots deftly.

Searching the two back bedrooms, I found beds but very little else. The bedroom closets were empty. I wasn’t sure if we were in a rental cabin for tourists or housing for government staff or research scientists. The hallway closet next to the bathroom was fully loaded with towels and sheets and blankets. Everything smelled like old socks, but at least we had linens. I had hoped to find new clothes ’cause the ones on our backs were ripped, cut, shot, bloodied, stiff, and reeking.

I tried the faucets in the bathroom, but all they did was gurgle and rumble. No water meant no showers. We’d have to wash out in the ponds of the refuge. The waterline was about a hundred meters away, but still, the water wasn’t exactly pristine. I longed to grab a truck and go back to the hot springs for a bath, but we wouldn’t have time.

Instead, I found a broom and swept away the mouse droppings and dander from the animals that had taken shelter in the living room.

Wren left to look for more supplies.

Once we were alone, I turned to Rachel. “Well, looks like we found a home for a minute. Until more of your old comrades come calling.”

She didn’t reply. She looked blankly at nothing in front of her. Had her new emotions snapped her brain completely?

Only time would tell.

Micaiah and Pilate came in with Sharlotte and gently laid her in one of the back bedrooms. They helped me make up the bed for Sharlotte, and though I knew she wouldn’t care about sleeping on a bare mattress, I couldn’t help but use the sheets. Mama had always insisted on sheets.

Then both boys left to search other houses. Micaiah came back with Ace bandages to redress Sharlotte’s wounds. He’d even found a bottle of rubbing alcohol. The isopropyl had oxidized into acetone, but it would still kill bacteria.

After taking care of Sharlotte, I set up a little nest of blankets for Rachel in the living room, so I could take care of both her and my sister.

Took a bit of effort, but I managed to pound open the windows. Luckily, they were screened so we wouldn’t have to deal with the gnats. Even with every window open, the house was an oven. The old air-conditioning unit set in the wall laughed at me. Thirty years on, without electricity, no way would it work.

In the heat, every breath was a fight, but better to be in the house than outside facing the insects. I figured we’d find plenty of salvage in the buildings. No one had been there in decades, and I knew why: it was only May and already a scorcher. Couldn’t imagine what it would be like in August.

I moved the yellowed, musty front curtains to peer out at Pilate, Wren, and Micaiah, talking. Most likely, they’d be discussing our prisoner, Rachel Vixx, and my determination to give her a chance to change.

Rachel remained motionless and silent on the floor. Sad to think her first feeling ever was fear, and it was Wren who had to tell her what she was experiencing. Having never felt anything before, Rachel didn’t have the labels.

Limping around, trying to keep weight off my bad ankle, I babied our enemy—washed her face, spoon fed her canned fruit cocktail I’d found in the cupboard, and forced her to drink water. We made sure she didn’t have any weapons.

I’d just gotten done washing my face, careful of the stitches on my forehead, when Wren let out a yell out in the front yard. It sounded so happy and triumphant, I couldn’t stop myself from banging through the screen door and onto the cracked concrete of the front porch.

Wren held up a plastic box marked by a red cross. “Well, sweeties, Auntie Irene found the pharmacy. We have antibiotics, ibuprofen, and even some Vicodin.”

Relief flooded through me. Thank God we had that bottle of Doc Slocum’s.

All medication has a shelf life when the active chemical components lose their potency. Pharmaceutical companies didn’t mind ’cause it meant we all had to keep buying new stuff.

However, in the Juniper, finding and using expired medication could mean the difference between life and death. So a brilliant doctor went rogue and created Doc Slocum’s Reactivation Elixir, which could reactivate the chemicals inside most medications. Of course, drug runners liked it for the painkillers they’d unearth, but we always used it on antibiotics.

My gratitude was short-lived. Wren also held up a bottle of nicely-aged Jack Daniels. “Also found some hooch. And while I was tempted, I’ve remained sober, you jackerdans. Don’t see the point of sobriety, but y’all are just waiting for me to get drunk, and I’ll be goddamned if I’m gonna give you the satisfaction. Gossip about Cavvy going crazy, but don’t talk smack about me.”

Micaiah and Pilate went over to inventory the pill bottles and supplies. I stayed by the house, guarding Rachel. I wasn’t going to let anything bad happen to her, though more and more, I was thinking we’d have to leave her behind. If she didn’t snap out of her silence, I’d have no choice. Couldn’t run with such dead, potentially dangerous, weight dragging us down.

Micaiah took the pill bottles from Wren, and we set up a propane stove on the front porch of our new house. Didn’t need Olive Rowley’s preservative ’cause propane’s shelf-life is dang near indefinite. I watched as Micaiah heated the Doc Slocum’s Reactivation Elixir on a spoon. He then crushed the pills into the oil.

“We don’t have a fresh syringe,” he muttered. “The one I have will have to do.”

I held the spoon while he loaded the rig. Then, inside the bedroom, I helped him tie off Sharlotte’s arm while he gave her the injection. He sure knew his way around needles, serums, and veins. It was one of the only clues we had about his past. We didn’t talk much about it. His secrets kept pushing me away, and I didn’t have enough shakti left in me to push back.

Micaiah left the cabin, and I sat down in the living room next to Rachel. Sweat slid down her face to puddle on her desert camouflage shirt. I took to fanning her and myself with an issue of Field and Stream from August, 2027. My eyes closed on their own. The magazine fell into my lap, and I let myself drift.

Didn’t drift far.

Rachel spoke in a rough voice. “You held me while I cried. You prayed for me.”

“Yeah, I did,” I said, grateful she’d woken me up to talk. If she was going to find her other side, she’d have to talk her way there. “I did ’cause I’m Catholic, and Jesus said to love our enemies. We’ve done a poor job of that recently, but I wanted to give it a try.”

“Religion is a way to control irrational people,” Rachel said. “The New Morality is a reactionary movement capitalizing on the fear of women. It is a tool the ARK uses to improve profits. There is no scientific evidence of an afterlife or a supreme deity.”

“And yet religion saved your life. Evidence enough, I’d reckon.” I bent and rubbed her wrists and ankles to make sure she had circulation. “I’d like to untie you, but I’m worried about your imperatives.”

“You held me when I was afraid.” She said the words in wonder, like she couldn’t quite believe them. “I could’ve snapped your neck. I could’ve followed my imperatives then.”

“Why didn’t you?” I asked.

She opened her mouth to talk, but nothing came out. She didn’t know. Or she didn’t have the words to describe the emotions. Her eyes filled, and fat tears slid down her cheeks.

“You were afraid,” I said. “You knew if you hurt me, my people would kill you. Being afraid to die is a basic human fear.”

She nodded. A tear splashed down on my arm.

“What do you feel now?” I asked.

Her mouth spilt open in a grimace as she struggled for the words.

“Do you know the names of other human emotions?” I asked.

Another nod. More tears.

“I am weeping. Tears are an indication of ... sadness. My chest is heavy. I ... want things to be different than they are. The idea makes my insides ache as if I were injured. But how can I heal injuries when I am not physically wounded?”

“Talking about it will help,” I said. “Tell me why you are sad.”

She closed her eyes. “I am ... sad ... because I failed in following my imperatives. I am no longer myself. I have changed because Micah Hoyt gave me an injection which adjusted my serotonin levels as well as other neurochemicals. I was perfect. Now I am in an error state because I have emotions ... and yet ... I cannot stop myself from feeling. Emotions are a liability.”

“What about hope?” I asked. “Hope isn’t a liability.”

“Hope is a mechanism people use to fool themselves into thinking the inevitable cannot happen. Hope is a liability.” Rachel’s voice droned as if reciting from a textbook. Seemed arguing with me was a whole lot easier than talking about her feelings.

I had to laugh. “Yeah, say what you will, but hope got our cattle to Wendover. Hope allowed us to beat all you Vixxes. Hope is a far better weapon than any gun could ever be.”

“Hope allowed us to capture you in Wendover. You hoped for safety when you weren’t safe.”

“And most of us made it out.” I winced at the memory of Crete lying dead in the Wendover Police Station. And Sharlotte missing a leg. “All that happened to bring you here, so we could help you change.”

Fresh tears flowed down her cheeks. The tone of her voice completely changed. “I do not want to change. I want my imperatives, but now I am conflicted.”

“About what?” I asked.

“I have to eliminate anyone who has knowledge of Micah Hoyt or the chalkdrive he carries. That includes you, Cavatica Weller ... but I don’t want to hurt you.”

“So don’t. How about I give you some new imperatives. How about that?”

She shook her head sorrowfully. “Impossible.”

“Oh, it’s very possible. People can change.” I took her hand. “You can become part of the Weller family. Rachel Weller. Welcome. Now, I have to warn you, our family is trouble. A lot of the time, we fight and hate each other, but other times we love each other, and it all feels just right, like ice cream and apple pie.”

“Apple pie is an imperfect food. It is not nutrient dense.”

“And yet it tastes so good,” I said with a laugh.

She frowned at me. “How can you laugh? Aren’t you afraid? You have captured me, but other assets of the American Reproductive Knowledge Initiative are coming. You must know that.”

I shrugged. “Maybe. But they ain’t found us yet.”

“But they will,” she insisted. “You were difficult to track but not impossible. Once Praetor Edger and I extricated ourselves from the stampede, I sent her to organize our forces in Wendover while I commandeered an ATV. I could not communicate with my superiors because my slate was destroyed by the stampede, so I followed my imperatives to retrieve the chalkdrive and the boy, if he cooperated, and return to Wendover. Then I would be given new imperatives.”

“There you go,” I said. “Your mission failed, and now you need new orders. Think of me as your superior officer.”

Her mouth opened, her pain clear. “I cannot ignore my imperatives. I would like to, but I cannot.”

“You can,” I said quietly. “Your new orders are to learn how to be kind, become part of our family, and to protect us if it comes to that.”

Rachel blinked. “New imperatives.” It was clear the thought never occurred to her.

I knew I couldn’t alter her programming with one conversation, but the look on her face gave me some confidence that modifying her orders might not be completely impossible.

“Let’s rest today,” I said. “Tomorrow, you might not want to eliminate me. And wouldn’t that be nice? I’m going to keep on being stupid with hope ’cause I don’t think it’s a liability at all.”

I touched her head gently. Hours ago, I was going to shoot her, just like I’d killed the Regio. Remembering the violence put an uneasy feeling in my stomach. But then the guilt softened, as I looked into Rachel’s teary eyes; she was alive ’cause of me.

And she had already changed so much. That morning she’d been a heartless murdering machine bent on carrying out her imperatives. Now, she was weeping in front of me, scared and hurting, as far from a killer as you could get.

Yet what she said haunted me. How can I heal injuries when I am not physically wounded?

It was possible, I’d seen it, but it wasn’t easy.

(ii)

I spent the rest of the afternoon dozing, waking at dusk when Micaiah brought me water still warm from the boiling, along with a half-dozen slivers of fried fish on a paper plate. I tried to share them with Rachel, but she wouldn’t eat, so I ate them myself. The salt covered most of the taste of the stale GMO cornmeal, so they weren’t bad. It appeared he’d done some more scavenging, since he now wore an old Denver Broncos T-shirt, and I ruefully realized I missed looking at his chest.

Before he left, Micaiah drew close to Rachel, studying her. She gazed on him with rabbit-scared eyes.

I had to ask, “Why did you come forward so quickly to help her?”

Micaiah turned, a thoughtful look on his face. “I thought it would be a unique way to neutralize one of the ARK’s most powerful weapons ... the last of the Vixxes, reduced to emotional ashes. And we could get information from her about what my father and his armies are doing and how they plan on hunting us. The ARK wouldn’t have prepped her for an interrogation. In their pride, such an idea wouldn’t have entered their minds, so I don’t think she’ll hold much back.”

Rachel didn’t respond. She swallowed hard, pale and shaken. Micaiah left without saying anything else. Either he was busy, or he was afraid I’d dig at him to get his full story. Regardless, he was gone quick.

The night brought a cool breeze, by the grace of God. The water around us lowered the temperature even further.

I put a blanket around Rachel’s shoulders, then checked to make sure she couldn’t wriggle out of the ropes. While I didn’t think she’d hurt me if she got free, I couldn’t be certain.

As for my bed, I went all out—I dragged a twin mattress from the other bedroom and put on a fitted sheet, a flat sheet, the works. Through the window, I could see Wren sitting on top of an old F-150 diesel truck. It had been a government vehicle, but the green paint had all been burned away, leaving it a sickly white. A flecked and faded Fish Springs Wild Refuge decal marked the side. I noticed the wheels had been inflated; someone had gotten it ready.

Wren and Pilate would take watches ’cause we weren’t safe yet. Too close to the border. And Rachel had confirmed others were coming. She’d mentioned Praetor Gianna Edger, not someone I had any love for.

For a split second, I felt bad for blowing up the fence. Then again, I couldn’t have cut it in any way the U.S. government wouldn’t have detected the damage. I’d heard they had sonic sensors for anyone who thought about tunneling under the chain-link.

I did one more check on Sharlotte. She slept fitfully, the fever ravaging her. I prayed the medication would help. If she needed anything in the night, I was close enough to hear her. I’d have slept in the room with her, but it was mighty tight in there.

Back in the living room, I cozied down into the sheets on a real bed. It felt like heaven, though I was still in my dirty clothes.

“You cannot sleep there, Cavatica,” Rachel said. “What if I get free?”

That made me smile. “Thinking about the new imperatives I gave you?”

All expression left her face. In that droning mechanical voice, she said, “Learn to be kind. Become a part of the Weller family. Protect the family if it comes to that.”

For one minute, I thought I had a victory. Then her mouth cracked into a frown, and tears clung to her eyes. “I do not trust myself to follow the new imperatives. Please, sleep somewhere else.”

“You’ll do the right thing,” I said.

Easy words to say, but the reality was far more uncertain. What I was doing was dangerous, but it felt like a good kind of dangerous.

And we were already risking so much.

I thought about asking her to tell me all about Micaiah, but I wanted to hear it from the boy himself. I fell into a fantasy: Micaiah would tell me the truth, whatever that was, and then we’d get him safely out of the Juniper, where he’d pay us the reward money, and we’d save the ranch.

Thinking of the ranch made me remember Sharlotte riding in from the fields on one of our big stallions. Her big coat would spread like black wings even as her big hat covered her face, always so serious. She’d charge up, and at the last minute, she’d slow the big guy abruptly right next to the wraparound porch, close enough that she could swing herself onto the railing. I’d never realized how rebellious that would seem to Mama. Ha, even Sharlotte had a little rebel in her.

Good, she’d need it in her fight to heal. She would live—I was certain. Now, that we had medicine and Micaiah taking care of her, she’d live, and we’d all wind up back in Burlington, together, but this time, closer, like a real family.

Rachel shifted next to me. It was the first time I’d heard her move.

My breath snagged in my lungs. I jerked up.

She’d shifted to lay down on the carpet. I listened until her breathing became regular, and then I said a prayer for her. And for me. If I was going to get any rest, I needed to put my faith in God.

Faith or fear—we can’t feel both emotions at the same time. It was one or the other.

It took a long time before I could find sleep. Before I did, a plan formed in my head. Really, it was the only plan that made any sense. The ARK would expect us to escape into the western United States—Nevada, Arizona, California, maybe even Oregon or Washington. They would never think we’d try to cross the Juniper again.

But I knew, even if we got back to Kansas, we’d have trouble crossing the border, and then there were the SISBI laws to consider. Once the U.S. Border Patrol got wind of our return, they’d call up Tibbs Hoyt, and he’d unleash hell on us.

No, we needed an army to fight our way out into the U.S. If we had troops backing us, we could tell the world that the ARK had the cure for the Sterility Epidemic.

And I knew someone who had an army: June Mai Angel, the most organized and well-armed Outlaw Warlord the Juniper had ever seen. She was one of the Sino veterans who had been carted off and sent to the Juniper with empty promises of a better life. She wanted the world to know about the injustices she and her women had suffered. What better way to gain the world’s stage than coming forth with the cure for the Sterility Epidemic? No one could ignore her then.

June Mai would tell the world about the cure, and Micaiah would give us the reward money he’d promised, and we’d pay off Howerter and save our ranch. It was a long shot, but the Weller family had always thrived on such gambles—like betting it all on an inside straight.

Once again, I’d have to put my trust in an enemy.

Once again, we’d make a dead run across the Juniper, into the mouths of a war we had wanted to avoid.

We had to get back to Burlington in the Colorado territory.

We had to get home.

I woke to find Micaiah asleep on the floor next to me. He’d flung his arm across my body to keep me warm, though I hadn’t known it. I’d slept like the dead. The front windows showed the wan light of a new day. Outside, the red-winged blackbirds were already trilling over breakfast.

Rachel wasn’t tied up anymore. She sat against the wall, looking at me, her face drawn. She’d healed. Overnight, the wounds on her forehead were gone.

It felt like I’d awakened face to face with a hungry grizzly eyeing me.

(iii)

Rachel and I locked eyes. Wasn’t the first time I’d stared into the square face of a Vixx, but everything about her was different. In her eyes, I saw doubt, fear, and then, surprisingly, affection for me.

“Good morning, Rachel,” I whispered. “I see you found a way out of the ropes.”

“I spent most of the night stretching the nylon cord. It is very old and ineffective.” She stopped talking. She didn’t look away. Her next words came low, quiet. “You have felt fear for a long time. How do you manage it?”

Any talk of prayer or God at that point wouldn’t have done much except maybe make her mad. So far, she hadn’t discovered anger, and I wanted to keep it that way. Instead, I asked her, “How long have you been free?”

“Since dawn,” she murmured. “I have been listening to the birds outside. Their calls are beautiful and full of life. I can’t describe it, but their song beckons to me. Before, I would not have noticed. Now, I am different.”

We sat, listening to more bird calls. I didn’t know if she’d go for me or not, so I stayed frozen.

“I am free,” Rachel whispered, “but I am in an error state. My imperatives are to retrieve Micah Hoyt and the chalkdrive and eliminate anyone who has knowledge of him. But I cannot do that, and so I am conflicted. I have tried to incorporate your new imperatives into my thinking, but I am having trouble doing so. There I am also conflicted.”

“Sounds like it,” I said. “I’m sorry.” After having slept so well, I felt a renewed strength in me. And I trusted more in Rachel’s new orders than I did in her old ones.

Rachel closed her eyes. “I will have to wait until my neurochemicals readjust, and then I will not have these feelings. Then I will follow my imperatives, though the idea makes me ...”

She couldn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t know the words yet.

I did. “It makes you sad. But maybe by the time you lose your emotions, you’ll be following my new imperatives,” I said gently.

Our talking had woken Micaiah. He smiled at me.

Instead of smiling back, I drilled him with my eyes. “I didn’t ask Rachel about you. I need you to tell me the truth about who and what you are.”

He pulled his legs up to his chest, hugged his knees, and looked away. “You know everything already. You know I need a special serum to feel. You know I can heal almost any wound. You know my father is Tiberius Hoyt. What else is there?”

And that was Micaiah, who just loved to answer a question with a question.

I didn’t try to hide my hurt one bit. “Were you born or created? You’ve been secretly dosing yourself with the neurochemical serum since we met you, so is there anything else you have that might be useful? Do you have something that could help Sharlotte?”

“I don’t.” A pause. His next words hit harshly. “I’m not going to tell you what I am. It’s my business, not yours.”

I felt stabbed, once again betrayed. My heart had shriveled into a raisin. Micaiah wasn’t going to tell me anything else about his past. He’d made himself perfectly clear.

He stood up and stepped back. “We should head west in one of the diesel trucks. To San Francisco.”

Rachel brightened. “If you go west, that will allow me to follow my imperatives. The ARK mission control and local authorities are looking for you in the western states. Your pictures, profiles, and descriptions have been posted to every law enforcement agency in the remaining forty-five states, including Alaska and Hawaii. You will be caught, and my mission will be over.”

“Would going east be any better?” Micaiah asked Rachel. “Nebraska, Kansas, and Oklahoma are going to be just as bad, right?”

I let them talk, gritting my teeth, getting madder and madder.

“Yes,” Rachel said. “After the SISBI laws, electronic surveillance technologies secured the United States border with the Juniper. Anyone exiting either by land or air will be noted and investigated. However, inside the Juniper there are millions of kilometers of empty acreage. And without electronic surveillance and detection equipment, the search becomes difficult but not impossible.”

Well, Micaiah was right. No filter. Whatever Rachel was thinking came pouring out of her mouth.

I couldn’t stand it anymore. I stormed off the mattress, shoved my way past Micaiah, and left the house in a limp.

Outside, Pilate snoozed in a frayed lounge chair under some cottonwoods, Tina Machinegun across his lap. A breeze must have been keeping the gnats at bay, otherwise, Pilate would’ve been in one of the houses to get away from them.

Wren leaned against the truck where she and Pilate had been keeping watch. She was eating Quincy Jim’s Mighty Meaty Pasta Qs out of a can with her battered spoon. Every Juniper girl had a spoon. Didn’t need a fork if you had a Betty knife.

My hurtful anger tore through me. How could Micaiah still keep secrets from me? After all we’d been through, it didn’t seem fair. I clung to the anger ’cause the grief would put me down on my butt.

“How much diesel do we have?” I asked Pilate and Wren. “Did you check? I saw someone inflated the tires on the F-150.” I nodded at the truck.

Like usual, no one answered my questions.

Wren licked her spoon and smiled. “Hey, Cavvy, can I shoot that Vixx now? Did you get all your girly ’strogen mothering out of your system?”

“No,” I said. “Rachel is with us now. She managed to get out of the ropes, and I’m still here. So there’s at least one person in this world you can’t kill, Wren.”

My sister shrugged. “I’ll wait. She’ll turn, and I’ll put her down. I’m feelin’ much better.”

That was apparent. The scratches on her face were gone, and her color was good. Like Rachel. Like Micaiah.

Everyone was all healed up while Sharlotte lay unconscious in the house, and I limped around wounded, inside and out.

Pilate made it worse. “You do realize we can’t take her with us, right, Cavvy? Yes, she has emotions for now, but the way I see it, your Micaiah is going to have to share his serum. He’s one of them, right? Not human, but something brewed up in some ARK lab.”

Wren tapped the spoon against her hip. “He’s a good-lookin’ kid. Maybe you can ask for another clone just like him for Sharlotte. Then you can all have babies, and won’t it all just be grand?”

“Enough!” I yelled. “How much diesel do we have? Can we make it to the Kansas border?”

“East?” Pilate asked.

I nodded. “Yes. If we go west, well, that’s what the ARK is expecting. The ARK and the police.” The wanted posters were still in my back pocket.

Micaiah and Rachel came out of the house. Immediately, Wren drew her pistols, and Pilate was on his feet, aiming Tina Machinegun.

Rachel cowered, throwing her arms around her head. She crouched there in the weeds, shivering on the front porch. Poor thing.

“Stop!” I charged in front of their guns. “See? She’s afraid now, and we have to be nice. We have to show her mercy.”

Pilate wiped a hand down his face. “Mercy? How much mercy did they ever show us? We are not adopting her. She’s not some lost kitten.”

“With Sharlotte down, I’m back in charge,” I said. “We’re going to load up the truck with supplies and go east.” I didn’t tell them the rest of my crazy plan to enlist June Mai Angel ’cause I knew I was already pushing my luck.

Pilate shook his head. “This isn’t a cattle drive anymore, Cavvy. We’re running for our lives. You’re what, sixteen? How much outlawing have you done?”

I didn’t mention my adventures with Wren in Cleveland, but in the end, he was right.

Still, that didn’t stop me. “Don’t kid yourself, Pilate, I am in charge. I don’t care how young I am. I got us to Wendover, and I can get us out of this mess. If you have a better plan, I’m open to it. But think about it. The longer we’re in the Juniper, the safer we are. The ARK will look for us, but the Juniper is a big place. Big enough to make it hard to find people, and once things quiet down, we’ll head out into the world. We have all summer. We can cross the Rockies on I-70, and as long as we make it through before autumn, we’ll be fine.” I smiled at Pilate. “Besides, you like women tellin’ you what to do.”

He gave me a dark look but couldn’t manage a quip.

Wren smirked at me. She didn’t care who was leading—she’d fight with whoever was in charge. She did have a good question for Micaiah. “So, Johnson, how much happy juice do you got for you and your auntie Vixx?”

“Enough,” he said back.

“Uh huh.” Wren tossed the can out into the greasewood.

“Wren, don’t litter,” I admonished. Stupid, I know, but living in the US around strict women wasn’t something that left you right away.

“Okay, fearless leader,” Pilate said to me. “What about Sharlotte? Yeah, we have her stable, but we’re counting on medication that’s thirty years old. She needs a hospital.”

I ground my teeth. Again, he was right. Again, I didn’t retreat. I returned his stare. “We have Doc Slocum’s Reactivation Elixir. The medicine will work.”

“You do know the term ‘snake oil,’ right?” he asked.

Wren interrupted. “Don’t you bad mouth Doc Slocum. It’s the real deal. Cavvy would’ve died of pneumonia as a baby without it.”

I didn’t mention the research paper I’d done on the reactivation elixir for both economics and biology back at the Sally Browne Burke Academy for the Moral and Literate.

Micaiah joined Pilate in the fight against my plan. “I trust the medicine more than I trust the diesel. Yeah, BP came up with a preservative, but the fuel is thirty years old. I’ve read studies that argued long-term preservation of diesel could wreak havoc on engines. We could easily get stranded in the desert.”

I couldn’t believe Micaiah had turned Judas on me. I didn’t look at him when I spoke. “I’m sure we’ll find an old AIS rig we can get working, or there’s bicycles. We can make it.”

Pilate and Wren laughed at that.

“We just crossed the Juniper, and it nearly killed us,” Wren said. “You want us to go back, Princess?”

I nodded.

“Well, at least we won’t have three thousand cows to worry about,” Pilate said, thinking my plan through. It was our only option. With the ARK on our trail, we had to disappear. The Juniper was the perfect place to do just that.

“I’ll agree to your plan on one condition,” he said. “We deal with the Vixx. My way. Right now.”

Then he struck.

Fast.

I’d forgotten how fast Pilate could be. He shoved me to the dirt, pushed Micaiah out of the way, and once again, was aiming Tina Machinegun at Rachel’s head.

She didn’t say a word, just stared at him with frightened eyes.

On the ground, I was too far away to stop Pilate. If I couldn’t talk him out of it, Rachel would die. “Pilate, what about thou shall not kill? What about loving your enemies?”

No answer.

A second ticked by. Then another. I had no idea how many people Pilate had killed, but he was a legend for his fighting, during the Sino and after. He wasn’t afraid to spill blood and quote scripture while doing it.

“Answer me, Pilate!” I yelled. “You wear that collar. Prove it means something.”

No one moved, and no one spoke. A bird called from the trees. Wings slapped on water.

“You want us to love our enemies?” Pilate growled. “Pretty words. A nice idea. But not for me, not for a long time. We kill the enemy before they kill us. If Petal hadn’t laid down her gun she might be alive right now.”

“I do not want to be your enemy,” Rachel said quietly. Her eyes were red from crying, her nose as snotty as a toddler’s. “I am in an error state. My imperatives are conflicted and useless to me.” Her voice dropped to a whisper.

She’d said emotions were a liability, but twenty-four hours after feeling for the first time, we were all witnessing their power. She had changed. And she had chosen, in part, to change.

Rachel’s eyes stayed on Pilate. “Cavatica gave me new imperatives, to be kind, to be a part of your family, and to protect you. But I will need help to manage this.” She touched her chest. “I will need help to manage this fear and sadness. Can you help me, Father Pilate? You are a priest. You offer counsel to those in need. Will you offer me counsel?”

I expected a smirk from Pilate or for him to say something sarcastic, but instead he was silenced. His mouth trembled. “How can you ask that of me?”

Was he talking to Rachel? Or was he asking God?

“Please,” Rachel whispered. “Please. I need help.”

Tears glossed Pilate’s eyes. “You know, I’ve spent a good portion of my life teaching nice people how to kill. Can I teach a killer how to be human?” He swallowed hard at the question.

I remembered Father Pilate’s ten-second boot camp. I remembered Rosie Petal saying she’d been a doctor, until Pilate had taught her how to be a sniper.

Pilate finally answered himself in a hushed voice. “Yes, Rachel, it would be my honor to counsel you.”

Despite Wren’s grumblings, that put things to rest. Rachel would join us.

But Micaiah had never really answered the question about how much serum he had to keep him and Rachel human. What did “enough” mean? If he ran out, would Rachel return to her original imperatives?

I stepped up. “So we go east. We’ll keep careful watch over Sharlotte. And we pray.”

Wren spun her guns on her fingers, real fancy, and slapped them back into her holsters. “You pray. I’ll fight. God only listens to my guns.”
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Chapter Six
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Hold me closer

Hold me tighter

You’re the last of the gas

And I’m the lighter

— Shelley Woz


(i)

WE PACKED AS FAST AS we could. The ARK was coming for us. It was only a matter of time.

I hid the bottle of Jack Daniels behind the seat of the truck ’cause even though Wren had fought temptation before, I wasn’t going to risk her sobriety. I’d like to say I brought the alcohol to clean wounds and dull pain, but really I took it ’cause I’m the daughter of a salvage monkey, and those scavenging habits are hard to break.

We sorted through cans of food and picked the ones that weren’t bloated or exploded. We filled up every bottle we could find with water, which we boiled on the propane stove. We got really lucky when we unearthed a twenty-liter blue plastic jug.

We found cast-off clothes and coats—coats ’cause though the days were warm, the temperatures at night dipped. I swapped out my jeans for a clean pair and found a big, dark brown shirt that really didn’t fit me but would prove good camouflage if the unimaginable army on our tail finally caught us.

We’d neutralized the Vixxes, but Micaiah had warned us about the Severins, who he claimed were worse.

I thought about throwing away the wanted posters, but I kept them, like I kept Wren’s bullet. Souvenirs. The grisly kind.

Holding that bullet in my hand, I noticed a bit of blood on it. Didn’t know if it was mine, Wren’s, Sharlotte’s, or the blood of an enemy. Maybe it was all of our blood together. That had been my life since leaving Cleveland, a world of violence and bullets.

Then I thought of Rachel. In her hour of need, I’d been there to love her, and that love was transforming her. I’d given her new imperatives. She’d said God didn’t exist, but what I’d done was God in action.

I stuck the bullet back into my pocket and got back to salvaging like Mama had taught us.

I couldn’t find a New Morality dress for Sharlotte, since the New Morality hadn’t been around when the people had fled, but I did find a house dress she might like, though it was prolly a little small. I also grabbed a pair of jeans that would fit with a belt, but would Sharlotte wear them? I desperately wanted her to wake up so I could argue with her about it.

Wren, of course, chose a frilly top and tight jeans. A leather vest went over the top but didn’t do a lick of good covering her cleavage. She stuffed her wool poncho in a green army backpack. She gave me her Betty knife, which I hung on my belt.

Micaiah found new jeans, kept the Broncos t-shirt, and traded in his city slicker dance boots for a good pair of work boots. It made me sad to see the boots go. I’d spent so much time hating them, I wasn’t sure what I’d do now that they were gone.

Kind of felt the same about the boy.

We got the diesel truck running, but it took all of us pushing it up a steep road and letting it rumble down for the engine to catch. Micaiah drove it over to the garage units and left it idling.

I’d found rows of bicycles hanging from the rafters in a garage bay, as well as a bike trailer we could julie-rig to carry Sharlotte. Wren and Pilate went to get her ready for travel.

Micaiah was all business and socket wrenches. I tried to be as unfeeling, but I kept having to catch my breath. Being so close to him and yet him so emotionally distant, killed me slow. I finally had to leave to look out over the square kilometers of marshland and calm my heart.

The wind died down, and the gnats swirled around me and tried to infiltrate my ears. I slapped at them, murdered millions, and then it dawned on me how he could be so unfeeling.

I marched back to him. He had his head under the hood of the truck, fiddling with the engine as it idled.

“Your emotions are wearing off,” I said. “You need to give yourself another shot.”

He whirled around, nearly smacked his head. He bristled. “This is why talking about what I am is not a good idea. This is why I wanted to keep parts of me a secret. Because everything I do now will be under scrutiny. You’ll think, Is this the real Micaiah? Would a normal boy behave like this, or are his serotonin levels off and he needs to adjust his medication?” Grease marked his face, just as dirt already stained his new clothes, but keeping clean was a lost dream. He’d cut his hand, and blood dripped into the dirt. Didn’t matter ’cause he’d heal it, but I was tired of watching people bleed.

I was relieved to see him so mad. It meant he could still feel. Then I got mad too. “Well, do you need another shot? You’re going to have to split it now, and I don’t imagine we can get any more. Wren asked you a question before, and you did like you always do, got real vague. Do you have enough for you and Rachel?”

“I don’t know.” Finally, he’d said something honest. He swiped at some gnats.

I let them land and crawl on me. “Go on.”

He exhaled. “I gave her a massive dose that first time, to get her set. I’ll continue to dose her high because she needs it more than I do. My system has built up, so I figure I’ll need less. When I escaped into the Juniper, I brought a year’s supply, thinking that would be more than enough, six milliliters. I only need five hundred microliters, monthly. I dose myself on the full moon. My own little joke.”

For the past few nights, the full moon had filled the sky. It was now waning gibbous, and he was already changing. I knew for a fact he was late on his meds. I could feel him changing almost as dramatically as Rachel had changed.

“See,” I said gently, trying to reassure him. “We can talk about it. You and me can figure it out together.”

He stiffened, straight as a rod, and all expression left his face. Reminded me of a Vixx right then, swear to God. “No, we can’t, Cavvy. You will not rest until you know everything about me. Yet who I am is not good for you. You’ve seen how manipulative I can be, how heartless. Do you really want to be with someone like that? Someone who isn’t ...” His voice failed. His lips curled, and he had to force himself to say the last word. “... human.”

I rammed a finger into his chest. I couldn’t help myself. The wire and grass bracelet bumped against my fist. “What you are isn’t the problem. How you are acting is. If you can’t be honest with me, we can’t be together. So fine, don’t dose yourself. We’ll save it for Rachel. She at least wants to try and be human. Do you?”

He walked away, giving me his back. “You’re being ridiculous. I would imagine your sense of responsibility will allow us to work together. You might not like me anymore, but you do want to get the cure out into the world, correct?”

His voice froze me, so cold, so calculating. I’d known him as a sensitive boy, unashamed to cry, over and over. And now I knew why. He’d chosen to have feelings and reveled in them. Now that his medication was wearing off, he was becoming something else. I wanted the old Micaiah back, my Micaiah, the boy who laughed, cried, and loved me, not this emotionless thing.

For the first time since he’d given me the bracelet, I took it off and held it, crushed in my fist. “We could make this work, you and me, but only if you let me in.”

He didn’t turn. I was sweating again, the day was heating up, and my heart jangled inside of me. Gnats itched my skin, but I didn’t care. Watching our beautiful relationship die was hard. Even harder? I had to be the one to kill it.

I went on. “Maybe you don’t need to dose yourself yet. You’re afraid. That’s an emotion. You’re scared of me getting too close to you, and you having to talk about your past. Well, I don’t want to be with no fraidy-cat. If you got the balls, I’ll be around. Until then, you promised us six million dollars if we can get you out of the Juniper alive. I’m assuming the deal still stands.”

He turned and nodded. “I have a secret bank account. You will get your reward money.” Behind his eyes, whatever he was now, showed itself. And it wasn’t human. Too distant. Too cold.

I pressed the bracelet into his hand. “When you can tell me the truth, I’ll wear it. Until then, yeah, I want to save the world, but I want to save my ranch more. I’m hoping we can do both, even if we’re not together anymore.”

I walked away from the breakup, prouder than if I’d won a gunfight. I’d said my truth, and it wasn’t pretty, and it hurt, but if he couldn’t man up, well, I was better off without him.

A little voice inside me warned me, though, that it wouldn’t be a clean break—not in this world, not with how I was, and not with all the kilometers in front of us.

When love runs deep, it doesn’t dry up right away. Like a skipped stone, we bounce across the cold water before we go under and let go.

(ii)

We were all packed up, the truck ready to go, when I realized I’d lost track of Rachel.

Wren saw the concern on my face. “Your scaredy-cat clone is out in front of the houses, looking at the birds. I was hoping you’d forget about her.”

I frowned at my sister and took off in a jog. Rachel was still too fragile to spend too much time alone. I found her out by the water, sitting on the frame of a dining room chair, the upholstery and stuffing all gone. She balanced her backside on the edge. Her combat boots kept her steady.

Her eyes never left the expanse of the green wetlands. The smell of the water mixed with the sun frying the houses behind us. Thirty years of scorch and silence. All that time, and the water and birds and fish didn’t care a bit, not once the sky cleared of Yellowstone ash.

I walked carefully up to Rachel. For whatever reason, the gnats left us alone.

She sat motionless. It reminded me of her initial time with me, not a peep from her for hours.

Her hand moved to her belly and she winced.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“I have no names for what’s inside me,” she whispered. “There is a vastness there, and every voice whispers. But I hear no words. Shadows. But I see nothing. Everything hurts.”

What she said reminded me of Sharlotte’s poetry. Maybe that’s the whole point of language—to give names to our confusion and pain.

“Will you hold me, Cavatica?” she asked, looking at me. “Like you did before? I do not know why, but I long for it.”

I moved to her and held her head against my chest. A heron took flight and drifted down to splash into another channel of water. More blackbirds whistled their staccato call.

“Human touch has a powerful effect on neurochemicals,” I said. “Babies who aren’t held die.”

“I’m an infant,” Rachel said, “but I have the logic of an adult. I would have thought logic would allow me to work through my emotions, but it has proven to be useless. At least I have names for some of what I feel. I am frightened. I am sad. I long for what was but will never be again. Logic feels like a drop of water compared to the ocean of emotions inside of me.”

She moved back to look in my face. “Do you find my use of figurative language off-putting?”

I laughed and shook my head. “Not a bit. I think it’s hard not to talk about feelings without getting a little poetic.”

Her eyes focused on me. “You laugh. Will I laugh? Will I smile?”

“Yes, you will. We get the hard feelings, but we also get the good ones.”

She dropped her gaze to the grasses on the ground. “I have not had that experience, so I doubt your veracity. And yet, the birds, their singing, gives me some release. An unexpected panacea.”

“Well, the ARK might’ve skimped on the emotions, but they did give you quite a vocabulary.” I couldn’t help but laugh again. “Tell me what you’re afraid of, Rachel. Talking about our feelings gives them less power.”

She heaved a huge sigh. “You plan on crossing the Rockies along I-70, which means you will have to pass the Glenwood Springs area. During our initial search for Micah Hoyt, we received intel on an anomalous societal condition in the Glenwood Springs area, along with a disruption in all regional traffic. I’m afraid you will die in Glenwood Springs.”

It took me a minute to recall my Colorado territory geography, but then I remembered that Glenwood Springs was a city east of Grand Junction. Back in the day, it had been a tourist destination; a big hot springs lay underneath the town, and they’d used the hot water for a big pool. Every Coloradoan, at some point, had gone swimming there, jumped off the diving boards, or slipped down the water slides.

“What kind of anomalous societal condition?” I asked. “Can you be more specific?”

She shook her head against me. “Our scouts never came back. Something is there. Something that is disrupting all regional traffic.”

I shivered at her repetition. She was reciting words from the report, but what did they mean?

Shaking off my own anxiety, I reached for Rachel’s hand. “Let’s just get out of the Utah territory first. We can worry about Glenwood Springs when we get there.”

She nodded. “You are right. Logically, we should focus on escaping the initial search party. Glenwood Springs is still very far away.”

“So are you considering my new imperatives?” I asked.

Rachel switched into robot mode, rattling off what I had told her. “Learn to be kind. Become a part of the Weller family. Protect the family if it comes to that.” Then the human side of her took over. “I am trying, Cavatica. I am still in an error state, but I am trying to assimilate your new imperatives into my thinking.”

“That’s good,” I said. “Truthfully, I’m still trying to follow those imperatives. Being kind can be difficult sometimes, especially for a Weller.”

Rachel looked at me with an eager softness. “If I am an infant, then you are my mother.”

Those words stunned me. I didn’t want to correct her, but I didn’t feel up to the task. I pulled her close again and said, “Let’s be sisters, Rachel. That I can do. I’m still too young to be anyone’s mama.”

She sighed again but didn’t respond.

In a lot of ways, she was a baby. I’d heard somewhere that the pain of teething would drive an adult insane, but babies could handle the pain.

What would happen to Rachel? Would she be able to handle the emotions boiling inside her, or would the agony of her fear and sadness snap her sanity?

If that happened, we’d have to put her down for good.

If she didn’t murder us all first.
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Chapter Seven
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Get me in an old Buick car

Or Steve’s old jet airliner

I’ll Harley right on out of this place

To a town that’s a little finer

Things are bad, about to burst

The road has to make it better

’Cause stayin’ will only make it worse

— Country Mac Sterling


(i)

RACHEL AND I RETURNED to the truck. The others had loaded Sharlotte into the passenger seat of the truck. I went and checked on her.

Micaiah sat behind the wheel.

“She wake up yet?” I asked him.

“No.”

Touching Sharlotte, I felt the fever burning through her. She wasn’t out of the woods yet. For the first time, I wondered if Doc Slocum’s could bring old antibiotics back to life. The reactivation elixir had become a staple of Juniper society, but the FDA had scoffed at the product. Then again, the pharmaceutical companies prolly had a hand in that.

“We do not have air-conditioning, but the cool air through the open window should help,” Micaiah said.

“She’ll be more comfortable up here,” I said. “In the back, we’ll be wind-blasted.”

“Our speed will keep the gnats at bay.” And that was the end of our conversation. At least we could still be civil with one another. That was something.

Pilate, Wren, Rachel, and I stuffed ourselves in the back of the bed, crammed between geri cans of diesel, boxes of supplies, and our guns and extra ammo. We pulled a trailer loaded with bicycles, bike gear, and camping stuff. If the truck foundered, the bikes were plan B.

Pilate and I leaned against the back of the cab. Wren and Rachel rode with their elbows resting on the tailgate.

The minute we left the grassy channels of Fish Springs, the land returned to white dirt, greasewood, Mormon tea, and hearty juniper trees. Ridges, hills, and mountains broke up the dry wasteland. In some places, the scrub seemed to plead with us for mercy—not for water, but to be dug up and burned. Such a wretched place, it made me miss the flat sagebrush plains of my home.

Micaiah drove us slowly down the gravel roads so as not to throw too much dust into the air. The ARK had at least two Johnny zeppelins back in Wendover, and they’d be looking for us. At least two, if not more.

We finally found asphalt, eroded down to one lane. There didn’t seem to be salvage monkeys out this far to burn it. The asphalt in less remote parts of the Juniper had been cooked down into road coal and used to fuel steam engines.

When Micaiah shifted into fifth, the truck shuddered. My heart shuddered along with it. To lose the truck so early would be a heartbreaker. The gears caught, such a relief, and we roared down the highway.

I got tired of my hair flapping in my face and into my mouth, so I used a rubber-bungee to secure it. Taking it out would prolly hurt like hell, but I’d worry about that later.

At every turn, we either went south or east. We didn’t want to risk going north and running into the ARK soldiers sent to Salt Lake City to look for us. Rachel assured us the SLC would be a prime target, though the Mormons would be hard to deal with. They kept to themselves and didn’t like outsiders. The gossip was that Mormon men stole women and made them marry the same man, but I figured that was just rumor.

Mormons, Catholics, Muslims, Hindus, we’re all just people, some good, some bad.

The sun blasted down, but the speed cooled us. I kept my limbs covered even if it made me sweat some. If I didn’t, the sunburn would be awful. I wasn’t worried too much about skin cancer, however. Most cancers could be cured out in the World. Too bad the cure had come after my daddy passed away. Colon cancer. Inoperable. Bad.

I thought of him and my mama, then my mama and Pilate. I could see why she liked both men. My daddy had been quiet, funny, a hard worker. He’d fought his sickness bravely until it took him, but he’d always joked about it right up until the very end.

Pilate would’ve done the same thing. He sat next to me, eyes closed, head bouncing from the rough ride. The scar of a bullet wound parted his long hair on one side, over his ear. Whiskers stickered his chin, and though we’d all washed, I saw some dried blood on his neck. Maybe his blood, maybe someone else’s.

Like Pilate, Rachel didn’t have a hat. Her arms and legs were covered, but not her face. Well, she could heal a sunburn easily enough.

Wren prolly could as well, though she left her cowgirl hat strapped down tight to her chin. She was like Rachel and Micaiah now, after Micaiah had dosed her with the Gulo Delta. We still didn’t know what the long-term effects of the serum were. The Gulo Gamma had mutated the test subjects into monsters.

Wren seemed fine—a little withdrawn, a little hard to talk to, but that was normal for Wren. Always had been. Back when we were kids, I sometimes went on runs with her into Burlington. I’d always get excited, thinking we’d chat, but she’d always ride ahead of me, vexed that she had to take her little sister into town.

I did remember one Christmas that was different. Maybe she’d caught the holiday spirit or maybe she’d been sneaking beers, but we rode next to each other into town to get a Christmas tree. There weren’t a lot of trees in Burlington. Our trees had to be brought in by train, and they were expensive, but Mama loved herself a live tree in the living room. We had a ton of ornaments, a lot of salvaged ones, expensive, which Mama kept. A true rarity, since Mama had made a fortune selling what others had treasured.

On that ride into town, Wren had been funny, charming in a way, and she even sang some Christmas carols with me, “Deck the Halls,” “Silent Night,” and “Last Christmas” by Taylor Swift. I’d never heard Wren sing before, but there she was, singing in the frosty day, the sky pale blue and cloudless, which made it even colder on the Great Plains. All of our hay and alfalfa lay rolled in the kilometers of frozen mud. Every breeze cut, but I didn’t care. Wren and I were singing and laughing together.

When we got home, Wren got in trouble for something, and she was back to being sour and hateful. She stopped laughing with me, only laughed at me.

Why was Wren like that? Why had Mama always been so critical of her? Mama either criticized everything Wren did or she ignored her completely. Either too close or too far away, that had been Mama when it came to Wren. The distasteful chore of raising Wren was left to Sharlotte, who did the best she could, but she’d been a child herself. The memories confused and saddened me.

My eyes kept going to Wren as if looking at her long enough would allow me to figure her out. Her mouth was closed, but I could see her tongue working behind her lips, probing the gaps in her teeth, reminders of her fight with Renee Vixx, the very first super soldier we’d encountered.

Wren caught me glancing at her too many times and yelled over the wind, “I know you hid the Jack Daniels behind the seat up front. I know you hid it from me ’cause you don’t think I can quit. Well, if I wanna drink, you won’t be able to stop me.”

Her shouts woke up Pilate. I knew he was sleeping ’cause he hadn’t been coughing. Pilate’s lungs worried me, Sharlotte worried me, and Wren, of course, she’d been born a walking anxiety complex. Micaiah, yeah, worry there. And Rachel? She’d been shooting at us the day before. If her brain somehow rejected the chemicals, she might take up where she left off.

“Wren, it’s going to get harder on you.” Pilate had to shout over the engine. “No booze and no gunfights, at least that’s our hope, so what are you going to do all summer long to deal with your head?”

Wren’s lip curled up in a smile. “Keep your asses alive, that’s what. Figure it will be a full-time job. Prolly Outlaw Warlords on this side of the Rockies. Or Mormons. Or both. And if the ARK skanks come after us? Lucky me. And if this kutia snaps”—she tilted her head at Rachel—“I’ll get another chance at her.”

“You did fight well on the train,” Rachel said agreeably, but then she became confused. “But why are you so hostile now? We are not fighting, the ride is pleasant, yet you seem like you’re in a foul mood. Why?”

Pilate and I couldn’t help ourselves. We leaned forward to hear her answer.

Wren’s brow furrowed; her frown turned canyon-deep. “I ain’t hostile. And I ain’t in a foul mood. And you just shut your jackering trap.” She lowered her hat to hide her face.

Rachel’s thorough confusion made me and Pilate chuckle, though we should’ve taken it as a warning.

Pilate closed his eyes and tried to sleep, but now his cough kept him up.

I sat there, worrying over everyone, letting my mind wander. What was in Glenwood Springs, and could we make it through?

At the beginning of the cattle drive, we’d only wanted to get halfway ’cause if you can make it halfway, you can go the distance. I started thinking of Glenwood Springs the same way. If we could just make it through Glenwood Springs, we could get all the way to Burlington.

The landscape flashed by in a yellow blur as the sun sank lower in the sky. So far, the diesel engine was working, but I couldn’t help but wonder: how far would the truck take us?

In the end, it wasn’t far enough.

(ii)

We curved around a mountain and found greenery as the sun splashed red on the western sky. Not five minutes later, the asphalt ended on the outskirts of a town, which was bad, not only ’cause the pitted, pot-holed gravel road would slow us down, but ’cause of the eyes that spotted us.

If we’d been on horses, or if we’d been in an old minivan with an AIS attachment, it wouldn’t have been such a problem. Even a fully-loaded Cargador would’ve drawn less attention. But no, we were in a truck, powered by an internal combustion engine, and that made us stick out. Sure, some folks in the Juniper used corn oil or canola to run in diesel cars, but it was far from normal.

A farmer in mud-speckled overalls stood at her fence line on the outskirts of the town ... Delta, I believe it was. The farmer’s daughters clustered around her, and all the pale faces watched us pass with dumbfounded expressions.

They’d remember us. And when the ARK passed through? They’d find answers to their questions.

Pilate frowned like I was frowning. Then he collapsed into a cough and swallowed several times until he could catch his breath.

“Pilate. Your cough—”

He cut me off. “I’ll be okay. I’ve had all my shots. When you’re a stray like me, keeping updated on your vaccinations is important.”

“But it’s bad.”

He nodded. “And I feel like hell. I’m hoping if we can just find some hole and rest, really rest, I’ll get better. I’m pretty sure I’m running a fever.”

I reached out and touched his forehead. Even with the sun gone everything was still hot, so I couldn’t tell if he was feverish. He didn’t look good—dark circles raccooned his eyes.

He sighed and then took my hand. The cab of the truck acted as a windbreak, so talking was far easier. We both slipped down, our heads close, almost like we were in a confessional.

Well, good, we both had a lot to confess.

He started. “Cavvy, I’m sorry. I’m sorry I said you weren’t fit to lead us. Though you have to admit, Wren and I have more experience ducking authorities. Anyway, I shouldn’t have said that. And I’m sorry I didn’t trust you about Rachel. And I’m sorry you had to kill the Regio back in Wendover. How are you holding up?”

The memory remained sharp. Her pleading—Please, don’t kill me—at the same time my finger had tightened on the trigger. But then I glanced at Rachel.

“A little better, Pilate,” I said.

“I’m glad. You didn’t have a choice,” Pilate said. “I don’t make the rules, I don’t decide these things, and I certainly don’t understand how I’ve become such a bloodthirsty warrior, but I have. We kill them before they kill us.”

“But if we all stopped fighting, if we all turned the other cheek, there would be no more war.”

Pilate sighed. “Yeah, and you know what would happen? Some trigger-happy outlaw or some psychotic back-alley assjack would pick up a gun and become king of the world.”

“Better to surrender the whole world than surrender our own souls.” I paraphrased scripture, not that it would do any good.

“You keep your soul, Cavvy. From here on out, Wren and I can do the killing. We’ve done it enough to have callouses on our hearts. Maybe we lost our souls in the process. Sad, but I didn’t create the world, I’m just passing through, and if it’s a choice between my people and some skank, I’ll shoot the kutia every time. Either God will forgive me or She won’t.”

Him using the female pronoun to describe God didn’t bother me a bit. It was all just the Divine.

“So you believe in God?” I asked with a smile.

“Only when I’m in the Juniper.” He chuckled at his own joke until the coughing took him.

I touched his face again. Fever. Definitely.

“How are you and Micaiah?” he asked. “Things between you and him took a turn for the worse, I think.”

It was my turn to confess. I didn’t want to talk about Micaiah, not at all, but that’s the whole point of confession, to talk your way to the other side of what has got you stuck. “We broke up. But, Pilate, he’s not like he was before. He’s colder. He’s going light on his serum so we can fix Rachel.”

Pilate squeezed my hand. “I’m sorry.”

I wanted to shrug it all away, but it hurt. With only a handful of boys left in the world, Micaiah had been my one and only chance of having a family. That was gone now. Even if we delivered the cure and women started having baby boys, I was sixteen; I’d be an old lady once the dating pool got deep enough for me to take a swim in.

Better to be alone than to betray myself being with someone who couldn’t be honest with me. But I’d be lying if I told you I was over him that quick. No, a little part of me hoped he’d come back to me, on his knees, pleading for forgiveness. Mostly I regretted ever falling for him in the first place.

Yet, his face, his heart, had been so lovely for so long.

“I would imagine it’s like dating a boy who’s mentally ill,” Pilate said. “When he’s on his meds, it’s roses and puppies, and when he’s off them, he’s a train wreck.”

My already sunken heart dipped further into my belly. “Not sure I can show him the compassion he needs.”

“Compassion. It comes from the Latin, to feel with someone. Maybe you just need to feel it with him, ride it with him. I don’t know. I’ve been with my fair share of mentally ill women, but then I’m a selfish jackerdan, and I can disconnect when I need to. Can you?”

And that was the heart of the matter. I couldn’t. When I loved someone, I needed them to be right in the middle of the emotions with me.

Pilate saw the answer in my face. “Just be careful,” he said.

“Story of my life,” I said, “trying to be careful walking through a rattlesnake pit. Easier to just not chance anything at all, ever.”

“That’s what death is, Cavvy. No chance for anything to change ever again. Life is a risk. All of life. But we can be smart about it.”

“I know it’s my plan and all, but do you think we can make it back to Burlington? If Sharlotte dies, I’ll die. I know it.” I’d been thinking so much about Glenwood Springs I hadn’t wanted to bring it up. But I was more worried about my sister right then.

Pilate shrugged, then smirked, then smiled. “As long as we’re in the Juniper, I believe in God, and He will heal Sharlotte and protect us with His ever-loving right hand.”

“You don’t believe that,” I said.

“Not a bit. I’ve seen firsthand what that jackerdan can do with His evil left. That’s why I have my guns and Wren along. You be the pacifist on this little trip. That will keep us both honest and remind me that I’m still a priest.”

“Suspended priest.” I grinned and added, “Peter.”

“Pilate, if you please. I knew Peter Pilgram back in the day. He’s retired, now, to a monastery in New Hampshire to write a book on the theology of atheism. Or is it the atheism of theology? Probably doesn’t matter. Unless it does. Anyway, I’ve never received an official letter from Rome, so as far as I’m concerned, I am an active clergyman and in good standing.”

Of course he’d never gotten a letter. He never stayed anywhere long enough to collect it, and from what I’d seen, he stayed away from other priests. He said all those creepy Christians made him nervous.

I pushed myself over and put my head on his chest. The storm of coughing had moved off, thank God.

Like always, Pilate holding me felt good, and I knew why—touch has a powerful effect on our neurochemicals. Also, Pilate was my biological father, though I’d only just found out. If I’d have listened to my bones, I would’ve guessed it as a toddler the first time I crawled into his lap.

(iii)

The sun set, and the stars rained down their twinkle.

Micaiah had to slow way down ’cause the moon hadn’t risen yet, and it was awfully dark. Creeping along frustrated me, but there was nothing we could do to help it. We skirted a town, Salina maybe, and drove through fields and by farmhouses until we found an old highway with a sign and everything. Where I came from all the signs had been salvaged for scrap.

In the middle of what had been Utah, not only was there asphalt, but a metal sign proclaimed we were on I-70, eastbound. Still, time had done her work. What had been four lanes of blacktop had narrowed down to a pitted two.

Another mountain range rose in the distance—it wasn’t the Rockies, no, far from it. The truck rattled up inclines, and every hiccup and grind set me on edge. I thought for sure we’d stall trying to get over the pass, but we didn’t.

The truck rattled down the last slope, a tick in the engine turned into a whine turned into clanking. The dark path of the highway cut through a pale desert; the pines were gone, and the ground turned to sandstone. The bare rock and sand couldn’t hold in the heat, and I felt the change in temperature. I grew even colder when I realized my pants were wet.

“Hey, Pilate, do we have a leak somewhere?” I asked.

He patted his own thighs, frowning.

“Yeah, Princess, we do.” Wren held up the twenty-liter jug, which had contained most of our water. “The plastic cracked, too goddamn old.”

The words had just left her mouth when the clattering truck let out a howl. Noxious smoke poured out from underneath the hood. I pounded on the back window. “Micaiah, turn off the engine before she blows!”

BOOM! Too late.

We rolled to a stop. A seemingly endless rock desert stretched before us.

“Look! There!” Rachel hollered and pointed behind us.

A light sparkled in the dark clouds above the mountains, lighting the bloated body of a Johnny-class zeppelin.

The spark ignited into the circle of a spotlight sweeping down the freeway. More sparks rained down, bright as lightning, searching I-70.

The ARK soldiers, in one of the Johnny Boy blimps, were about five minutes from shining their searchlight on us.
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Chapter Eight
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She was pretty as a prom dress

When she wasn’t holding a razor to my throat

— Cletus James Boothe


(i)

WE WERE OUT OF THE truck in a heartbeat. I ran to the trailer. We didn’t have a moon, but the blasted landscape reflected every bit of light from the star-filled sky. I fumbled with the safety chains and finally unhooked them. We’d have to hide the truck and trailer ’cause derelict vehicles might not raise suspicion, but our fully-loaded rig would stick out in the middle of the road.

The round glare of the light continued its relentless tracking toward us. They were burning a magnesium ribbon and focusing the light through something like a Fresnel lens. Instant Juniper searchlight.

We’d met the soldiers inside the zeppelin before, at the Scheutz farm, and though we’d defeated their Vixx leaders, we couldn’t fight all those troops packed inside.

Our only choice was to hide. Alongside the chipped asphalt, sharp pinnacles and squat mounds towered over us. The landscape wept; it was a sea of cracked earth and crumbled stone—wrinkled, wasted, carved into deep crevices by time, wind, and what little water there was.

A ravine bit through the earth about five meters from us. The bottom was lost to darkness. We could hide there.

First we had to deal with the truck.

I heaved and dropped the trailer hitch onto the asphalt.

Micaiah and Pilate hauled Sharlotte out of the truck and dragged her to the side. She shrieked, and my heart caught in my chest. She was awake now, squawking; her timing couldn’t be worse.

I risked raising my voice. “I’ll quiet Sharlotte! We need to push the truck into the ravine, and get the bikes off the trailer, and dump them to the side. And we need it all done yesterday. Careful of the water. Careful of the bikes.”

I snatched a bike off the trailer and peddled it over to Sharlotte. I let it fall. Micaiah, Pilate, Rachel, and Wren pushed the truck toward the deep crack in the stone.

Sharlotte latched onto my arm. The fire on her skin burned me. If she died, it would be my fault, and yet, if she continued to yell and fight, she’d kill us all.

“Cavvy! You cut off my jackering leg, you jacking kutia! You shoulda let me die!” In the muffled light of the hidden moon, shadows darkened Sharlotte’s eyes into black pits.

Every word was an ice pick in my chest.

I grabbed her face. Sweat immediately drenched my hands, and her smell, a dark, unhealthy stink, hurt me as much as her words.

“Sharlotte, you have to be quiet. And you have to ...”

Her hand went to Wren’s Betty knife, sheathed in my belt. I caught her wrist before she could stab herself, but she fought me. Our arms shook as we battled. She was stronger, but I wouldn’t let her kill herself. I’d rather be the one to die.

The zeppelin’s light grew nearer every second. An errant breeze brought the magnesium stink, and I thought I could hear the sizzle of their julie-rigged searchlight.

I swung my elbow around and struck Sharlotte’s face. It stunned her enough for me to wrestle the knife away and toss it into the sand. Swinging around, I grabbed her armpits and hauled her away from the road.

She twisted, kicked her leg, kicked her stump, and yowled at the pain.

The metallic scream of the falling truck striking stone sent a mad clash of destruction echoing into the night, followed by a cloud of dust and the smell of a diesel engine destroyed. If the wind didn’t settle the debris, and quick, the ARK would send soldiers to investigate.

The searchlight flickered its way down I-70, drawing closer.

The others had dealt with the truck, but they still needed time to hide the trailer. No time to remove the bikes. Micaiah and Wren grabbed the hitch while Rachel and Pilate pushed from the back, and they ran the trailer down the highway toward the ravine. A bike tumbled off to lie on the pavement.

Sharlotte and I couldn’t get to the ravine in time. My ankle dizzied me with new pain as I dragged my flailing sister across slickrock toward a hoodoo, a slab of stone standing like a frozen saguaro. We could hide behind the tall rock tower.

The cracking crash of the trailer smashing into the ravine made me flinch. Less dust rose from the trailer’s fall; it must’ve landed on the truck. The others hurriedly took refuge in the ravine.

I swept Sharlotte around to the far side of the hoodoo. She punched me in the face, and blood gushed from my nose. Wasn’t the first time one of my sisters socked me, but you know what? It was the last.

One small comfort I guess.

I caught the next punch and brought her fist down to her chest and heaved her onto my lap. Then I grabbed Sharlotte’s soaking hair and whispered fiercely in her ear, “The ARK is above us, and if you yell or move, they’ll find us. You might want to kill yourself, but do you want to kill us all?”

She stilled immediately.

Even though we were in the shade of the hoodoo, the light flooded my eyes. The whole landscape became a circle of fire. It felt like God had opened His eye to gaze down on us.

I stopped breathing. I held Sharlotte tighter. Closing my eyes, I was beyond prayer. The hoodoo had to hide us. Had to.

The searchlight that had been sweeping the landscape now stopped where the truck and trailer had been. It focused there. Had they seen the two bicycles lying on the highway? Was that why they had stopped?

Seconds turned into lifetimes. If they found us, our little escape would be over. You can fight a roomful of Regios, but battalions? Not hardly.

(ii)

I expected to hear the zip of soldiers rappelling down from the Johnny Boy on ropes, but instead, in absolute silence, the airship continued down the highway. The brightness of the light had blasted my irises, and I had to blink away the artifacts.

All the fight had gone out of Sharlotte. She wept in my arms.

“It’s going to be all right, Shar. You’re going to be okay.” I pushed my cheek next to her head. “We have medicine, pain pills, and antibiotics. They’re old, but they’ll still work ’cause of the Doc Slocum’s.”

Sharlotte barked out a laugh. It shocked me. Then again, Sharlotte wasn’t in her right mind. “Old. Everything we ever owned has been old and useless. But then again, one woman’s junk is another lady’s treasure!” Mama had hung that needlepoint next to the Waste Not, Want Not placard.

I could feel Sharlotte’s frustration. In Fish Springs, we hadn’t found treasure, only junk. A water jug that leaked and a lemon of a truck. And the bikes we’d brought just might be smashed to pieces. We hadn’t wasted, and yet we still knew want.

Sharlotte jerked herself away from me and spun around. Spit dribbled down her lips. “You know, Cavvy, you know I did what you’d do. In Wendover, I used all them cattle as a weapon. I freed you, ha, for what it’s worth. But Crete ...”

Her voice faded like daylight dying.

The memory of the girl, pale with death, eyes wide and staring, made my jaws clench. Poor Crete. I should’ve been nicer to her.

“Crete’s dead.” Sharlotte’s mouth struggled to say the words. Once those eked out, more poured forth. “And we’re going to all die. The ARK won’t stop, and the police want us, and that zeppelin, that zeppelin searching, that light. And there’s the other Johnny. You forget about that? We can’t win, and we’re fools to think we should even try.”

“You’re right, Shar. It’s a bad deal all around, but we’ll make it. We’ve faced bad odds before.” I couldn’t talk about Crete. Not yet.

She latched onto my hand and squeezed it almost off. “You have to leave me. Promise me, you’ll go. If you try and take me, I’ll slow you down.”

“No one gets left behind. Ever.” I said evenly. “And if I have to elbow you in the face again, I will.”

Sharlotte’s smile slowly stretched across her lips until tears came, and her face folded like a flower at night until she was weeping again. The fever and the despair crushed the smile into nothing.

I cried with her, and I had to struggle to speak. “Inside us, Sharlotte, inside us is iron, and though we’re seeds blowing on the wind, we’ll find soil and be stronger for the journey.” Dang, didn’t know I had those words in me. But really, they were Sharlotte’s, not mine. On our cattle drive, Sharlotte had talked about Juniper women being like dandelions, pretty and strong, able to grow most anywhere. Weeds, yes, but weeds that were alive and strong. I echoed her own words back to her.

It worked. A moon, still on the full side, rose over the edge of the horizon. My big sister closed her eyes, relaxing. Letting go of the pain, she slowly slid back into sleep.

I remembered how she’d grabbed my knife to hurt herself, and I knew we had a long way to go before she’d be okay. But I’d witnessed other people traveling to get to the other side of their pain, and they’d made it. Sharlotte would, too. If the fever would ever break and if we could find a safe place.

Wren laughed and called from the highway, “You girls are always crying. I think it’s embarrassing, and it’s a waste of water. We have a big ol’ desert to cross, so save your tears. We just might have to drink them.”

(iii)

I wiped the blood from my face with a rag and then took care of Sharlotte. I settled her into a soft pocket of sand next to the rock and placed her head on the coat I’d salvaged from Fish Springs. She’d have to rest there until we could figure out our next steps. Coatless, I wrapped my arms around my chest, cold, so cold, now that the excitement was over. The zeppelin still searched the highway, heading east. It would be a long time before she disappeared over the horizon.

Nice thing about the desert, all you have to do is wait and the temperature will change thirty degrees in either direction. Too hot, and then it’s suddenly just above freezing. Too cold, and next thing you know, you can fry an egg on a rock. I tried to enjoy the cold while I dealt with Wren.

Pilate, Rachel, and Micaiah walked up behind her.

“What do we do now, Princess?” Wren asked. “You prolly didn’t figure on the ARK’s zeppelins having searchlights and finding us so fast.”

“Or us losing the truck and the bikes,” Pilate added, though I could hear the smile in his voice. “We still have our can-do attitude, so that’s something.”

Rachel kept her eyes glued to both of them. From the way she cocked her head, I knew something was going on in there.

Instead of getting upset, I walked calmly to where I’d dropped the bike. Most likely, the ARK soldiers had seen it or the dust in the air and had paused to give it all a long look. Lucky for us, we’d been fast enough to get out of sight.

“We’ll have to salvage what bikes we can,” I said. “And pray we have enough water.”

“What about the goddamn zeppelins looking for us?” Wren asked. “And the moon might be waning, but it ain’t gonna go away any time soon. So even at night, we’ll be visible.”

“We’ll travel when we can.” My jaws tightened, but I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of knowing she was upsetting me.

Wren got even more nasty. “What about Sharlotte? You gonna carry her piggyback? And even if the bikes aren’t all ruined, I’ll die before riding one. Then again, losing all the water prolly killed us anyway. Great plan you have, Cavvy. You sure you ain’t working for the ARK?”

Rachel awkwardly came to my defense. “She is not affiliated with the American Reproduction Knowledge Initiative in any way. However, Wren is right. The ARK will continue to sweep the major roadways, day and night. The townspeople who saw us will both reveal and confirm our position.”

Wren laughed and laughed.

I wanted to explain we had a bike trailer for Sharlotte, if it wasn’t destroyed in the fall, but Rachel stepped between us.

“Why are you laughing?” she asked Wren. “Why do you want your sister’s plan to fail?”

Wren didn’t answer. Instead she yelled at me. “Cavvy, you tell your goddamn robot to leave me alone.”

“That is anger,” Rachel whispered. “Wren, why are you angry? What is the purpose of your anger?”

Wren, hands in fists and fury in her face, stormed up to Rachel. “I don’t have to explain nothin’ to you. You’ve been human, what, for a couple of days? Talk to me when you’ve lived twenty goddamn years in this jacked-up family. Then you might understand.”

Rachel didn’t move to protect herself. Her eyes were wide, and her breath came out in gasps. Then she stated the God’s honest truth: “You’re afraid. You use your anger to cover your fear. The way you act, you must be afraid all the time.”

Wren threw the first punch. I would’ve sworn she’d tear Rachel’s head off with it.

Instead, Rachel snatched my sister’s fist and threw her on the ground. But she didn’t stop there. She dropped a knee into my sister’s gut, grabbed Wren by her hair, and started smashing Wren’s skull into the asphalt.

I went to stop her, but my ankle gave way. I hit the ground. Thank God Rachel had snapped with the ARK’s zeppelins off in the distance.

Pilate tore her away from Wren, but Rachel threw him aside. She snarled before her voice broke out in a furious bark. “You people, you turned me into a scaredy-cat. But now I know how to handle it. I can fight, like Wren. I can be angry all the time because I’m afraid all the time.”

Me, Wren, and Pilate were down—only Micaiah stood, and he didn’t look too sure of himself.

“Stay away, Micah Hoyt. Stay down, Cavatica,” Rachel warned. “I understand Wren now. Let her come at me again, and the priest as well. Let’s fight more. I was so afraid before, hiding from the zeppelin and their searchlight. Now, fighting, I feel powerful and the fear is forgotten. That’s why Wren is the way she is, and it makes perfect sense.”

Great, she was learning how to be human by following Wren’s example.

Pilate was checking on my sister. Rachel had smashed her head but good.

“I get afraid, Rachel,” I said, “but I’m not mean or violent.”

“You should be!” Rachel shouted. “Or are you an idiot?”

“Stop!” I shouted back. “What are your imperatives, soldier?”

I expected her to snap to attention, but she didn’t. Her eyes seemed to glaze over, and for a minute I thought she might be returning to her old ways. Then her mouth trembled, and tears brimmed in her eyes. “Learn to be kind. Become a part of the Weller family. Protect the family if it comes to that. But I can extrapolate further our real objective ... to deliver Micah Hoyt and the chalkdrive to safety so we can collect the reward money and save the ranch in Burlington.”

“That’s right. And hurting the family is not protecting the family,” I said, though Sharlotte had just punched me in the face after I elbowed her.

Rachel threw back her head and screamed. She spun, grabbed the bike I’d thrown down, and raced off the highway toward the ink-smear of the mountains to the west.

Pilate snatched up Tina Machinegun. He knelt and aimed.

“You really gonna shoot her in the back, Pilate?” I asked. “Is that how you counsel the sinful?

Pilate watched her bike away into the darkness. “Vaya con Dios, Rachel,” he whispered.

(iv)

Pilate might’ve been able to let her go, but not me.

I snatched up the bike that had tumbled off the trailer and sped off. Voices called out behind me, but I pedaled faster, racing across the pavement silvered by the moon rising in the sky behind me. Took her long enough to give us the light we so desperately needed.

The fire of my effort filled my lungs. Then, of course, my ankle and shoulder started hurting, and I began to wonder what my chances were of catching up to a genetically-enhanced super soldier.

It became clear that what I was doing was unwise, and I stopped. She was out of sight, so I turned the bike around and started back for our people.

A figure ran toward me, and I recognized the form. It was Micaiah.

We met up on the highway. He stooped over, trying to catch his breath.

I rolled to a stop in front of him. “What are you doing?”

He straightened. “I was not going to let you go off alone. I wanted to keep you safe.”

“Ain’t no such thing as safe in this world,” I said. “And I can take care of myself.”

“I know,” he said. “But I also wanted to let you know your chances of catching Rachel were poor.”

I laughed. Unfortunately, he didn’t. And prolly couldn’t.

“Let’s get back,” I said. “Not sure what Rachel is doing, but like Pilate said, may she go with God.”

I biked, he jogged, down the strip of silver back to the others. Even with his emotions fading away, Micaiah still cared about me. It was sweet, but troubling.

To what lengths would he go to keep me safe?

We returned to our people, and Pilate stood, arms crossed. “What in the hell were you thinking, Cavatica?”

Wren sat on I-70, hands cradling her head. I had the idea my sister was smarting more from what Rachel had said than the physical pounding she’d given her.

I was worried about her and annoyed at Pilate’s fatherly disapproval. “What was I thinking?” I asked. “Rachel only just became human. I wanted to watch out for her.”

Pilate stormed up to me. He went to grab my arm but stopped himself. I’d never seen him so mad. “She is not worth five minutes of our time. She is an assload of trouble.”

“And you promised to counsel her,” I said.

That shut him up for a minute. Then he sighed. “I did. But Cavatica, you aren’t going to be able to save everyone. At some point, you’re going to have to learn that.”

“It’s a lesson I don’t want to learn,” I shot back.

“No one ever does,” Pilate said in a voice soft enough to make me shiver.
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Chapter Nine
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I come from a desert city

Where the dust is all that’s real

She fell in love with the rain

And ran off for a better deal

The river is still running green

It doesn’t mean a thing

But old man river runs green

— Cal Bellows


(i)

IN THE BOTTOM OF THE ravine, Micaiah and I picked through the wreckage. The clouds had moved east, following the ARK zeppelin, and moonlight cast a pale, ghostly light across the carcasses of the truck and trailer. Twisted metal gleamed over dark pools of spilled water that looked like holes in the world.

Pilate had stayed up by the highway to watch over Sharlotte and to see if Wren could get her bell unrung. Head and spinal cord trauma could kill her. Wren hadn’t recovered as quickly from the attack as I would’ve expected, and she’d not spouted off anything sarcastic about Rachel.

Rachel. The thought of her stuck like devil’s thorn in my heart.

Micaiah worked without speaking. He gently set the bike trailer on the ground. Two of the bikes had survived with only minor scratches. The other three had issues, from broken spokes, to bent wheels, to snapped chains. We had our work cut out for us. At least we had the moonlight.

Ten water bottles, each about a liter, had survived the carnage. The average person needs three liters of water a day in the best of times. In the desert, they need a lot more.

My mind crunched through the various scenarios until I finally had to unleash the chatter in my head. “Is Rachel going to follow her new imperatives? That’s the question. I would guess she is. If she went back to her old orders, she’d have started taking us out to get to you. Then again, if she really was going to be a part of our family, she wouldn’t just ride away. I don’t get it.”

Micaiah didn’t say anything. I didn’t really expect him to, not with the current state of our relationship and him behind on his meds.

“I guess with Rachel gone, you can dose yourself,” I said.

“Not yet,” he said.

“Why’s that?” I asked.

“I don’t want to feel.”

Sad, but I could understand why.

He went on. “And we do not have enough information to know Rachel’s intentions. However, once we can affirm we are relatively safe, I will consider adjusting my neurochemicals, so that we can discuss our relationship.”

“Well, isn’t that just the most romantic thing anyone has ever said to anybody.” Didn’t mean to, but laughter bubbled out of me.

Most of the food was ruined, but I found a few cans intact. I snapped open some peaches and drank the juice. Tasted like syrupy motor-oil and the peaches slid down my throat like slugs.

They made me think of when Micaiah and I were hiding out in a hoarder’s house back in the Colorado territory, north of Denver. He’d gotten emotional from eating peaches. Those days seemed gone for good.

“Sorry for the joke,” I said.

“And I apologize for being afraid to tell you the truth. You deserve it.” He gathered up hex wrenches and other tools and banged them back into a toolbox. “I miss you, Cavatica. Though I can feel myself losing that feeling, of missing you. It’s awful ... and comforting ... and blank. A part of me is so blank.”

For an instant, I was jealous. I wanted to be free of the terror and confusion. I wanted to be blank. Then I really thought about what that would mean. I wouldn’t be me. And if I could feel myself slipping away into that numbness?

Like he’d said—comforting but awful.

(ii)

Pilate joined us, and we lugged the bikes, water, food, tools, and the bike trailer up to the highway. Pilate kept looking off to the west, to where Rachel had ridden off. I caught him at it.

He grinned at me. “She might be an assload of trouble, but I miss her. Watching her grow and change gave me some hope. Leave it to God’s left hand to carefully excise my little tumor of optimism.”

“Her serotonin levels will not have reverted back,” Micaiah said. “She is feeling right now. We do not know what she is feeling, but she is feeling, and I would imagine she is missing us as well.”

“We should go after her,” I said.

“No, we shouldn’t,” Pilate said forcefully.

I hated him a little for the awful lesson he was trying to teach me.

It wasn’t the first time we’d had to leave someone behind—we’d left Sharlotte back during the cattle drive—and it wouldn’t be the last. But each time we pressed forward without our full family, it killed me.

Next to Sharlotte, Wren sat facing east, watching for the zeppelin. The spotlight had gone out. But it would come back. In such wild country, waterless and rough, the roads were few and critical. Rachel had made it clear they’d continue their search up and down the interstates until they found us.

If we’d had more water, we might have set out away from the highway and tried to pick our way through the infinity of canyons. But if we got lost without supplies, we’d end up skeletons in the dust. So we had to stay on I-70 and hurry, hurry as fast as we could to find a water source and then re-evaluate. And risk the ARK zeppelin spotting us.

Lucky for us, people in Colorado and Utah had been bike crazy before the Yellowstone Knockout. The collection of bikes we’d salvaged still cost thousands of dollars—carbon fiber frames, disc brakes, high-end shifters. We had a chain tool, so I removed some damaged links and repaired the chains. Micaiah used a rubber mallet to hammer wheels back into a rideable shape. We fixed the bikes, then julie-rigged the bike trailer to carry Sharlotte. We used duct tape and old tent poles to create a contraption that might hold her. We even worked up an umbrella for shade.

Once we finished the bike trailer for Sharlotte, we created panniers on the sides of the bicycles to carry the bits of food and little water that had survived the crash.

I took breaks to check on Sharlotte, who was in and out of consciousness, sometimes raving, sometimes silent. She asked again about her leg. I told her I’d rather have her alive with three limbs than dead with four.

Her skin was as hot as ever. Micaiah and Pilate stayed to medicate her while I made the final adjustments to the bikes in the light of a bright moon.

Wren wandered over to me. “’Well, Princess, we about ready?”

“Yeah, skank, we are.”

“Don’t call me that.”

“Don’t call me Princess.” I had to feel for the back wheel’s skewer so I could attach the bike trailer.

Wren chuckled. “Okay, but it’s such a good way to get your goat. You know I like to tease you.”

“Yeah, well, you could try being nicer sometimes.”

Instead of wandering away, Wren hovered around me, making me nervous.

I stopped my work and sighed. Fatigue murked up my thoughts and we didn’t have much time for anything except for escaping on the bikes. “Okay, Wren, I know you want to say something, so say it. You’re getting in my way.”

The night hid her face, but I could hear her shy smile. “It’s just that, well, that Vixx said I wanted you to fail. I don’t. I love you, Cavvy.” A long pause. “Dang. I feel dumb sayin’ it out loud like that. What you did for Sharlotte, though, I don’t think I could’ve. You’re tough. You’re smart. And I think your plan is good even though Rachel snapped and ARK zeppelins are breathing down our necks. We’ll go east, go slow, and hide in the Juniper. We’ll make a run for the Kansas border in the fall. It’s a good plan, and I don’t want it to fail.”

I knew talking like that was hard for my sister, so I needed to encourage her. But I didn’t have it in me just then. “Okay, Wren, but how come you kept laughing and being difficult last night?”

“It’s easier to laugh at how bad things are than get scared. And I get scared, Cavvy. When I fight, I ain’t scared, like what the Vixx said, but other times, thinking about it all ...” Her voice faded. It was quite a confession, but bad timing.

“Her name is Rachel,” I said nastily. “And we’re all scared, but that don’t mean we should laugh at each other.”

“Try and stop me from laughing,” Wren shot back. “And I ain’t callin’ that thing ‘Rachel.’ If it comes back, I’m putting a bullet in its head. And I ain’t ridin’ no bike.” She punctuated her words by pushing over one of the mountain bikes.

Instead of calmly explaining to her she had no choice, I ended up snarling at her like a mad dog. “Oh yes, you are.”

So much for sisterly compassion.

(iii)

Pilate was wise enough not get between us.

Bathed in starlight, he threw a leg over a mountain bike—a nice full-suspension Yeti with front and rear shocks I’d pumped into perfection. I’d attached the bike trailer to his bike, and when he took off, I prayed it wouldn’t come loose. It didn’t.

Pilate whooped happily around in a tight circle on the freeway. “I haven’t been on a bike in thirty years. Yes, you never do forget. Come on, Wren, it’s good to learn new things. It creates new neural pathways. It’ll keep you young and not the bitter old vet you’re bound to be.”

He launched into some silly classic rock song about bicycles. He stopped and helped Micaiah settle Sharlotte into the bike trailer. Some of the rotten canvas tore away, but the duct tape held, thank God.

My gratitude was short lived as I pulled back into the fight with Wren. “I’m not leaving you behind. You’re going to get on that bike, and you’re going to ride with us. Can’t you play nice for once in your life?”

I winced. Shouldn’t have said that last part.

“Nice is for you guys. I do what I want, when I want, and I ain’t learnin’ to ride no bike.” She crossed her arms across her chest like a moody three-year-old. “Y’all go on. I’ll catch up.”

It was like she wanted me to scream and cuss at her. Emotions spun my insides into a tangle.

I thought of Micaiah and the blank spot inside him. I calmed myself and told her how I really felt. “We lost Rachel. I can’t lose you too, Wren. Please. Come with us.”

The night seemed to darken, the silence deepening, as we all waited for her to say something.

The old Wren would’ve cursed us, stomped off, and left us guessing about her as much as we were guessing about Rachel.

This new Wren? She blew out a breath and said, “Not sure I can do it, little sister. I’ve never liked bikes. You know that.”

Took me a minute to understand what she was saying. Then I remembered, Mama had ordered Sharlotte to teach Wren how to ride a bike. For whatever reason, Sharlotte pretty much raised Wren. By the time I came around, we had a whole ranch of women to mother me. Wren fought Sharlotte on everything, and bike riding wasn’t any different. Wren adored horses, and she figured if she started riding bikes, she’d spend less time in the saddle. I have to say, there’s nothing like galloping across the open plain with a sweating, powerful animal under you, breath and stink and storm.

Instead of learning to ride a bike, Wren and Sharlotte ended up bloodying each other until Mama told Sharlotte to give up. That Wren wasn’t worth it.

Mama said that a lot. “Just let Irene be. She ain’t worth it.”

On that highway, those sharp words and rusty memories cut into my sister.

“I bet you could ride a bike easily,” I said to Wren. “You’re circus-trained. There’s nothing you can’t do. I’ve watched you do amazing things, and I know this won’t be any different.”

Wren sighed. “You’re blowing smoke up my butt.”

“Not true,” I said. “You went down the swinging Jacob’s ladder of a zeppelin into gunfire trying to save Micaiah. Come on, Wren, if you can do that, why can’t you ride a bike?”

I walked a Santa Cruz bicycle up to my sister. “Yellow is your favorite color, right?” I asked. “I remember the dress you wore when you picked me up at the Academy. Before the shooting.”

Wren nodded. “Yeah, the shootout at that fancy school of yours ... that was fun.”

Not the word I would’ve chosen, but I didn’t say a word, just stood next to her and held the seat.

Wren was confident in her physical abilities, but I knew the idea of riding a bike shook her. Some memories don’t just have teeth but full-on fangs.

She touched the seat then laughed a little. “You know, Cavvy, I like being a pain in the ass, I really do.” She was laughing at herself. Maybe for the first time ever.

What could I say? She’d excelled at causing trouble all her life. I waited for her to say something else.

She raised her head, and the moon allowed us to look into each other’s eyes.

“I’m gonna change, Cavvy. Y’all don’t think I can, but I’m gonna,” she said. “Might as well start with a bike.”

She threw a leg over the seat.

I didn’t have to help her much. My sister was a natural athlete, and it wasn’t long before she got tired of the pavement and headed off the road and onto the rocks. Five minutes on a bike, and already she was looking for trouble. That was Wren.

She caught me watching her. “This is kind of fun,” she murmured.

My heart felt full as she pedaled—I’d never been prouder of her. Running headlong into a battle outgunned didn’t take courage for Wren. But learning how to ride a bike? It took not just bravery, but valor as well.

I got on my own Gary Fisher bicycle, V-brakes, but good enough. I rode up to Sharlotte in the trailer. She was awake, her eyes a glimmer.

“Are you comfortable?” I asked.

Sharlotte smiled at me, dazed. “It’s like a little buggy, and Pilate’ll be the horsey.” Good, the reactivated painkillers were working. She was high as clouds. Or was it the fever cooking her brain?

“That’s right,” I said. “You already think Pilate is a horse’s butt most of the time anyway.”

Pilate neighed like Bob D used to. My poor, dead Bob.

Loaded up, looking like bicycle hillbillies, we rode east down I-70, four of us on bikes and Sharlotte in the trailer. But Rachel was gone.

My bad ankle pinched me while I pedaled, but it was a whole lot better than walking on it. After a while, the pain faded. My legs were strong, and the wheels turning under me did make me feel like a kid again. We zoomed down a hill and then on up the other side.

We kept our eyes peeled for zeppelins as our tires tore up the kilometers. We were making good time until Pilate stopped, coughing and choking. He let his bike fall, and soon followed it. On his hands and knees, he hacked and hacked.

We circled, waiting for him to get his breath back.

“You gonna make it?” Wren asked, worried.

“I can’t do the trailer.” Pilate wheezed.

“I can, Pilate,” Wren said. Her voice wavered with concern. This was Pilate. He and I might be blood, but he and Wren had something as deep or deeper. He’d kept her alive when nothing else would’ve.

Wasn’t long before we were back at it again. This time with Wren pulling Sharlotte in the julie-rigged contraption. I wouldn’t have thought Wren had the leg-strength, but then again, she’d been dosed with the Gulo Delta.

Pilate continued to cough. He trailed us, but we all kept an eye on him. That dang man had been born to worry women.

Micaiah rode up next to me. “I think the trailer is going to hold. Nice work.”

“So did your dad teach you to ride a bike?” I asked without thinking. I cursed to myself; the last thing he would want to talk about was his past.

Micaiah took it in stride. “No, he was way too busy. There was a man at the ARK research facility where I grew up who was a bicycle enthusiast. During his off hours he built a single-track trail across the plains. It went through gullies and ditches, even across a lava field. It was pretty difficult. I crashed multiple times. I did not have the skill Wren has.”

I was going to ask about a lava field, but Wren didn’t give me a chance.

“I heard that,” she called over her shoulder. “No makin’ fun of me. We’re all gonna be nice. A direct order from Queen Cavvy, Baroness of Bicycles.”

We stopped for a break as dawn blued the horizon. The smell of smoke swept into my nose, and I turned. In the far distance, graying away the stars, a cloud rose from the orange of a forest fire burning in the mountains we’d left behind.

“Rachel,” Wren said.

“Rachel,” Micaiah agreed, “following her imperatives.”

To get us to safety, even though it meant riding off alone to start a fire which might distract the search parties combing the countryside for us. Made me proud. Made me sad. Made me scared for her.

“I shouldn’t have left her alone,” I said.

“Yes, you should have.” Pilate and his stupid lessons on the callousness of survival. At least he wasn’t coughing for a minute.

(iv)

We stopped again at a sign which announced we were in the middle of the San Rafael Swell. Might as well have called it the San Rafael Nightmare—rough-rocked country, canyons, huge ridges, and not a drop of water by the looks of it. The colors in the rocks spiraled across the landscape, a sea of reds, yellows, blacks, grays, and whites.

Beautiful country, but deadly. A bad land, a wasteland, for us to cross, but not in the daylight.

We rolled our bikes down into a canyon and set up a quick camp beneath an overhang a hundred meters off the highway. We were in our hideout when the zeppelin crossed again, hurrying toward the fire Rachel started. We watched it pass in silence.

I took the first watch at the top of a ridge, finding cover under a dwarf pine, which seemed to gasp in the heat. Poor thing, she’d picked the wrong place to put down roots.

A couple hours later Micaiah relieved me, and I went back to camp. Pilate snored up thunder when he wasn’t coughing.

Sharlotte lay awake. Sweat trickled down her forehead.

I went to her and gave her my water bottle. “You have to keep drinking, Shar. You have to keep hydrated or ...”

But the “or” was what she wanted. To die. She’d grabbed the knife out of my belt to end her own life.

Sharlotte’s eyes showed the bruises of her fever even as they filled with tears. “I’m useless to you, Cavvy. I’m a burden. And I’m ugly. Before, I thought maybe I had nice eyes, and sometimes I’d smile in the mirror at myself, and think, maybe, not definitely, but maybe, someone might look at me. And maybe I’d get lucky and fall in love. Now my maybes are all gone.”

The way she said it broke my heart. I took her hands. “Oh, Shar, you ain’t ugly. Who cares about a leg anyway? Feet are smelly, and us Weller girls have stupid-looking toes. Like Mama had.”

She laughed a little, but she was almost out of shakti. She drew her hands away from me and held herself. “How can you hope to get away with me like this, Cavvy? Ugly and useless.”

I knew there was nothing I could say to her, not really, but I had to try. “Sharlotte Jeanne Weller,” I said quietly and gently, “let’s not throw you a pity party, ’cause we’re alive and we’ll get away. Once we do, out in the World, they have amazing prosthetics. We’ll get reward money from Micaiah, and we’ll be able to afford even the most expensive models. Besides, the best part of you is who you are, not how many legs you have.” I touched her face. Hot from the desert day and hot from the fever.

“God’s punishing me,” Sharlotte whispered. “Took my leg ’cause I got Crete killed.”

“You want to talk about that now?” I asked. I didn’t. Poor Crete. I’d hated her in life, and now that she was dead, a girl my own age, I felt the guilt keenly.

Sharlotte closed her eyes, and I waited for her breathing to become regular. It seemed she wasn’t ready to talk about Crete either. The relief made my guilt worse.

Once my sister was asleep, I sank into my bedroll and was gone from the world.

I woke, stifled in the heat, despite the shadows we slept in.

The ARK zeppelin filled all the sky I could see.

(v)

The airship hung over us for so long I could see the name, The Crunge. This one wasn’t a Johnny-class, but a Jimmy, the fastest of the blimps Boeing made for use in the Juniper. Just when I thought she was looking for a spot to land, she flew off, eastbound. It seemed they didn’t just have the two Johnnies looking for us, but a whole fleet. Made me sick when I realized they had a sky full of eyes, spying on us.

Worse yet, it struck me that satellites could help the zeppelins in the search. Electricity didn’t work in the Juniper, but a telescopic camera in the atmosphere could pick us up. Yet, how could they communicate our coordinates to their ground forces? I didn’t know, but all of it put a tremor in my belly. We’d ridden through the night in moonlight, something we couldn’t do again.

Turning, I noticed Micaiah on a sleeping bag next to me. Not close, not like we were in love, but near enough. Looking into his face, doubt rocked me. Most likely, he was my only chance at romantic love. Was I being too stubborn and uncaring, breaking up with him ’cause he couldn’t tell me about his past? No, I had to stay true to myself—however hard that might be.

That night we took off at sunset, which was a little after eight o’clock. We’d bike until the moon rose later that night.

We sipped our water carefully, only teasing the thirst in us, but not dealing with it directly. Rationing water like that was almost as bad as not drinking at all.

It was too dark to really appreciate the beauty of the stone around us, but I thought about the history of the place. Thirty years before, people from all over the world would’ve traveled to see these canyons, to ride bikes across the desert, but that had been a different time. Hard to imagine that the strip of asphalt would’ve been full of cars and semi-trucks and tourists. Now, it was just us. Pedaling. Grimly. Wondering how far we’d get before our water ran out.

At one in the morning, the shrinking moon spilled light over the eastern horizon. We stopped again, slept through the day, and left in the dark, grinding away at the kilometers. Sharlotte stopped talking, but she took her medicine, and she drank water until all our water was gone.

That third night, we were ready when we saw the sparks sizzle above and a searchlight rove down the highway. We took cover immediately, Micaiah and me on one side of the freeway, and Pilate, Wren, and Sharlotte on the other. The rocky wasteland didn’t have water, but it had plenty of places to hide.

I watched the light dance. Again, a different zeppelin, this one a Bobby. “They’re not going to give up, are they?” I asked.

“No, they will not,” Micaiah whispered. “And I do not believe my father’s reasons are financial. He wants to change the world. I am not certain how he thinks he can do it, but I do know that is his intention.”

“His intentions don’t matter,” I whispered. “If he kills us, dead is dead.”

“But maybe they do,” Micaiah said. “Cavatica, once we find safety, I will take my medication, and then I will tell you everything about me. It might help you to understand the situation fully, and you might have insights I do not. I feel ready.”

I wasn’t sure if I felt relief or fear at the idea of knowing his story after wanting it for so long.

“But you’re not feeling much now, are you?” I asked.

He shook his head.

“Then maybe that’s why you want to tell me. You’re not afraid, and the doubts are all gone.”

Instead of answering, he put out a hand. I took it, though I wasn’t feeling lovey-dovey. I was too scared, tired, and sad, sad that the dream of our love wasn’t the fairytale I’d wanted it to be.

But love never is. Not really. Love takes effort and understanding, and in the end, love is hard.

Shouldn’t be. But it is.

(vi)

The next night, thirst drove us to bike in the moonlight, and desperation forced us into the daylight. We couldn’t wait. Satellites be damned.

By some miracle, just minutes after sunrise, we topped a ridge to see a swath of green cutting through the desert—trees, a river, and next to it, a town.

“Wonder if it’s deserted,” Wren said.

“Maybe Rachel beat us to it like she did in Wendover,” I said, though that was unlikely.

We watched and waited, but nothing moved in the streets, and no smoke marred the air.

We stepped onto our pedals and zoomed down a hill toward the town.

Rachel would find us there, and though I loved that woman, trouble followed her like flies to death.
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Chapter Ten
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I couldn’t love you

’Cause you weren’t there

Still you burned me, bones and all

No boys, no boys, no boys, no more

The dance floors are empty

And no one comes to call

— Iris Heller


(i)

WE APPROACHED THE TOWN of Green River carefully ’cause we didn’t know if we’d stumble on an Outlaw Warlord encampment or an outpost of ARK soldiers.

Wren and Pilate did recon first, while Micaiah and me waited with Sharlotte in a Conoco station off the highway. Sunshine had decayed the dusty pumps and a leak had rusted the shelves inside. Most were empty, but not all. Coke and Pepsi products junked the refrigerators, heating up in the morning light. Quincy Jim’s Nutty Qs, Cheesy Qs, and Chili Qs filled the racks. Quincy Jim products had ruled the convenience store food market back in the 2020s. Sure, the food was absolutely terrible for us on a nutritional level, but QJ products were better preserved than their competitors’.

Old country music downloads filled a wire carousel: Johnny Cash, Dolly Parton, Chris LeDoux, Country Mac Sterling, James McMurtry, 16 Horsepower, and The Pistol Annies. I even found some old Kasey Chambers and Slim Cessna CDs. Lots of Taylor Swift as well.

I shook a ColaBam! to re-mix the sediments then cracked it open—flat, sweet, wonderfully wet. I drank the whole thing, grateful for the preservatives. Egyptians left behind honey. We left behind Dr. Pepper. I offered some to Sharlotte, but she shook her head.

Micaiah popped open a can of Quincy Jim’s ShockTreatment and drank most of it down.

“Easy there, Micaiah. That’s full of caffeine and we’re going to have to sleep soon.” I said it as a tease.

“I understand.” His voice wasn’t fun or anything, just matter-of-fact. The blankness in him had taken over. And yet when he had his emotions, he glittered like diamonds.

Waiting on Wren and Pilate, I munched nervously on Bonfire Cheesy Qs and tried to focus on the spice and not the stale. It was liking eating cardboard dipped in chili powder.

Wren rode up. “The town is deserted, but it looks wrong. You’ll see.”

Didn’t quite know what she meant until we biked down the main street. Then I saw it: the place had been half-abandoned even before the Yellowstone Knockout. Derelict hotels lounged in shambles surrounded by human trash and desert leftovers. Boards blocked up windows, signs missed letters like grins missing teeth, and the whole place seemed more like a corpse than a town.

Salvagers had breezed through, but not many, and they weren’t desperate. Most likely, Moab had been the draw, and Green River just a wide spot in the road. That was why we’d found Pringles still in the tube at the gas station’s convenience store.

We rode past a nice Baptist church, and then a bank building that had been downgraded to a thrift store.

We stopped and pushed open the door into the second-hand place. All the odors were so familiar, the musty smells of time and neglect. Everything I’d owned in my life had smelled like that until it got a washing. Even then, if you sniffed hard enough, you could always detect a little of time’s rankness.

We opened all the windows to get some air into the place and then brought in Sharlotte. We laid her gently on an old sofa.

Pilate threw out his arms, happily. “Well, ladies and gentleman, let me be the first to welcome you to Green River, Utah. Population? Us! This place is abandoned, and from what we can tell, there hasn’t been anyone here for a long time.” Then coughing took his voice.

Wren continued for him. “There’s a river down the street a little way. Pilate and I saw some canoes. Perfect for us so we can get off the highway. I vote we go through town, gather supplies, and take the boats down river and hole up until the ARK gets tired of flying their zeppelins around.”

She glanced at me to get my approval. I nodded and spoke. “If Rachel is still following the imperatives I gave her, she’ll be keeping them busy. We might be able to stay here for a couple of days. It’s not just the zeppelins; the ARK is going to have access to satellites. Unlike before, when we were on the cattle drive, the ARK now knows we have Micaiah. They can use advanced technology to track us.”

“That’s wonderful,” Sharlotte muttered. “No way we’re gonna get out of this one. Not all of us. Rachel is keeping them distracted back in the San Rafael Swell. If you leave me, I can do my bit here in Green River.”

“We’re not leaving you,” I said. I gave Pilate a quick eye, to see if he agreed, and he did. Good.

“And I thought you were the smart sister,” Sharlotte muttered.

Micaiah, thankfully, tried to smooth things over. “We should stay together. Even if they do possess satellite images of this area, they are scanning thousands of square kilometers, and communicating any intel will be difficult. I think following the river downstream is a good idea. That way we’ll have water, and if we are careful, we might evade them.”

“I hate hiding,” Wren said. “But if we can duck ’em here, our trail will go cold. Skanks won’t know where to look for us, satellites or not.”

Pilate continued to cough in a rattle. Sharlotte had fallen back asleep as sweat dripped down her face from the ravaging fever. And my ankle and shoulder throbbed.

We had to hide. Running anymore just might put us in our graves.

(ii)

So our plan was to stay two days in Green River’s thrift store/bank building—to rest, to gather supplies—and then take off down the river. We’d take watches on the roof of the bank. Someone had constructed an awning there, though the fabric had gone yellow and flapped raggedly, but it would give us some cover.

I ran a string from the roof to the main room of the thrift store and connected tin cans to either end. It would act as both a telephone and an alarm system. Electricity didn’t function in the Juniper, but sound waves did.

We slept that first day inside the store, drinking water, eating cans of Quincy Jim canned chili and dehydrated apples, and keeping everyone medicated. I convinced Pilate he needed to start on antibiotics, and he agreed. Sharlotte remained feverish and sullen.

That first night, Wren and I did most of the salvaging, since it was in our blood. Micaiah helped while Pilate took watch. The moon had shrunk down to a quarter, which meant the satellites would have a harder time seeing us.

A lot of the houses in Green River still had family pictures on the wall, and I would study the faces, the haircuts, the old-fashioned clothes. Back in the 2020s, they sure didn’t wear much, and what they did wear didn’t cover what it should’ve. Lots of tattoos and piercings and different hair colors. It seemed so extravagant. But all the faces didn’t know they’d be forced to run from their homes—a black sky, no electricity, and death all around. We found a wheelchair and crutches for Sharlotte, but we’d have to make her a peg leg, though she had a whole bunch of healing to do first.

I unscrewed a sturdy table leg out of a dining room, thinking I could use it as a prosthetic. All the while I pondered padding, straps, things like that. Shame I couldn’t research prosthetic legs on the Internet.

We salvaged camping gear, more clothes, more bicycles, and even some creature comforts like soap and extra pairs of underwear. We stumbled upon a survivalist cache as well—boxes of freeze-dried food and extra guns and ammo. Say what you will about Americans, but we are a well-armed people.

We loaded the salvage into the two canoes beached by the river. The night passed quiet and dark. No zeppelins. No ground troops.

At one point, Micaiah left us to go relieve Pilate and to bring him gifts we’d found—a stainless steel coffee mug from the local coffee shop and new priest clothes from the local Catholic church, which wasn’t a church really, but an old house off the main street converted into a mission. And though I hated it, Wren found Pilate cheap, cherry cigars. We made him promise he’d only chew them and not smoke them. If he lit up, I’d swipe the foul things off his lips.

Just before dawn, Wren and I biked back to our thrift store hideout. My sister seemed to be in grand spirits. “Sing me a song, Cavvy.”

Exhaustion wrapped my head in sweaters; I could hardly think, let alone sing. “No, Wren, you want a song, you sing it. But keep your voice down. We are on the run after all.”

“Fine.” Wren the sang the silliest song ever about beer. Not whiskey, champagne, nor vodka, but beer.

I listened even as I tried not to laugh. Her singing voice was terrible, as warbly as a one-winged bird, and yet it was a flashback to our Christmas ride into town back in the day.

“Your turn,” Wren said, smiling.

Wouldn’t you know it, but I couldn’t think of a single song lyric. “Tell me what to sing,” I said.

“How about Amazing Grace?”

So I started it, and Wren joined in, and we sang our way home. When we finished, Wren sighed. “That was fun. Hey, Cavvy, do you think it’s Sunday?”

I checked my watch. “Nope. Thursday.” Took a minute to wind it up.

“Don’t matter, I guess,” Wren said. “I want us to have Mass before we leave. We can go have it in the church where I found the stuff for Pilate.”

First singing and now church? Was my sister mutating? “Wren, we can’t do that. We have to rest and get out of town.”

“Always time for church,” Wren said. “It’s what y’all said every Sunday, even when the ranch work was heaviest.”

“But it’s not Sunday,” I insisted.

“We missed a bunch of Sundays, so we can make it up today. I want this.” She paused and added, “Please.”

“You really are trying to change,” I said in wonder.

“Promised you I would.”

A voice called out in the darkness. “I’ll believe it when I see it, Irene.” Sharlotte. She was awake, outside, and in her hands was an AZ3, the muzzle pressed to her chin.

(iii)

The sight of Sharlotte on the edge of suicide stole my breath. “Easy, Sharlotte. Easy does it.” I got off the bike and limped toward her.

“You stay back.” The pale light of dawn lit the streets but couldn’t touch the shadows on my sister’s face.

Wren didn’t say a word. She sat on the bike, watching.

Sharlotte grimaced. “You ride that bike well, Irene. Why couldn’t you do that when you were eight?”

“Sharlotte, come on,” I whispered. “Put the gun down.”

Sharlotte yelled at Wren. “Answer me!”

Wren slowly got off the bike and gently laid it on the ground. I expected her to scream or maybe shoot the gun out of Sharlotte’s hand or to plead with her not to kill herself.

Instead, my troublesome sister simply answered the question. “’Cause you wanted me to, Shar. When I get to choose, I like doing stuff. But not when it’s an order.” She then mimicked Mama too well. “‘Sharlotte Jeanne, you go out and teach that no-good Irene to ride a bike. God help me, she might not do a lick of work ’round here, but I’ll not go to my grave with one of my own daughters not knowing how to bicycle.’”

Wren laughed and talked to the sky. “Well, Mama, you did die. But now I know how to ride a bike, and I love it. You might’ve tried teaching me yourself.”

Sharlotte glowered at her. I knew she didn’t like anyone talking about Mama. She wasn’t over our mother’s death, and now it seemed like Sharlotte was determined to join her.

Wren casually walked up to Sharlotte and snatched away the AZ3. Did it quick and so nonchalantly, I think it surprised all of us. She then touched Sharlotte’s face. “Fever’s broke. Good news, I guess.”

I sighed. Gun gone, fever broke, it should’ve been good news. Didn’t feel like it.

Sharlotte shut her eyes.

Wren petted her hair. “You’re gonna get through this, Shar. I know you, know you to your guts. You’re tougher than this. And if you do hurt yourself I’ll kick your jackerin’ ass all over heaven when I get there.”

“You won’t get there,” Sharlotte whispered. “None of us will. We’re all hell bound.”

“Satan can go jack himself,” Wren said loudly. “I’ll kick that jackerdan right in the balls ’cause while I ain’t saved yet, I aim to get there. Maybe I won’t have to cheat Jesus at the poker table. Maybe we can both cheat the Devil out of every nickel and leave him scratching his pointy little head. Until then, don’t be such a selfish skank, Sharlotte Jeanne. You don’t wear it well.”

Wren strutted into the bank building with the AZ3 over her shoulder.

I bent down and hugged Sharlotte for a long time. As long as she’d let me. Too soon, she pushed me away.

“I can’t worry about both getting away from the ARK and you too, Sharlotte,” I said. “Promise me you’ll hang for a little while longer. If you ever cared about me, promise me.”

Sharlotte swallowed and clenched her jaws. She nodded.

I took her chin in my hand. “Say it out loud.”

“I promise,” she whispered. Tears filled her eyes. After spending my life with Sharlotte, I knew that her saying those two words meant something. I also knew that if we couldn’t help her through her pain, she might not commit suicide, but she might not ever really live again either. That also was a choice.

Wren came back and helped me get Sharlotte back into the thrift store. Pilate snored in an easy chair. One of those big thick fantasy books lay open on his chest, prolly had a prologue fifty pages long. Why didn’t those dumb authors start with the dang story?

At least he wasn’t reading a Gertrude Goodpenny novel. The Wayward Wizardess series had come out after the Yellowstone Knockout.

“Keep an eye on Sharlotte,” I whispered to Wren. “Make sure she doesn’t—”

Wren shushed me. “I getcha. Don’t need to say it.”

I met Micaiah in the stairway to the roof. He was coming down, and I was going up to relieve him. Without saying a word, he pressed the bracelet into my hands and gave me a long look.

His expression said it all—he was going to take his medication, and we were going to talk, really talk.

Just then, with everything else going on, he felt like too much work. But I took a deep breath and nodded. We’d promised each other, no matter what.

I slipped the bracelet onto my wrist. It felt as heavy as the thickest of chains.

(iv)

Mama used to complain that us kids never slept. She’d just get comfortable, and then one of us would come and need something, and if you’re a baby, you need a lot, all the time, day and night. Of course, Wren had been the worst, never sleeping for more than forty-five minutes at a time. She’d cry and scream until you either had to pick her up and hold her or get on a fast horse and gallop at least twenty kilometers away.

And even at twenty kilometers you’d hear Wren scream. She was a soul who couldn’t be ignored.

Wren was changing, doing better, but now Sharlotte, poor Sharlotte. What were we going to do about her?

Even though I’d been up all night, taking a watch wasn’t a big deal for me. Once I set my mind to stay awake, I didn’t get sleepy. Instead, I tried to enjoy the daylight. We’d gone nocturnal, and I missed living under the sun. The ragged awning kept me in shadows and a light breeze cooled me. The cottonwood leaves below chattered in the wind, flickering and fluttering; I could smell their scent. Nothing like the smell of a happy cottonwood tree.

The rest of the town was dead silent, houses waiting to fall apart, patiently, oh so patiently. They’d lasted thirty years, and they seemed like they could do another thirty easily.

Birds flitted, chittered, and chattered all along the riverbank. A coyote trailed a few deer through town, and only one mosquito tried to steal a drink from me before I slapped her dead.

The highway was as black as a snake and more sinister. I could imagine a fleet of Humvees, tanks, troop carriers loaded with thousands of Cuius Regios, all waiting to follow their imperatives.

The one I’d killed, her eyes kept on pleading at me. Please, don’t kill me.

I shook off the memory. I’d taken my penance, risked my life, and given Rachel a chance to change. At times, that seemed like atonement enough. Other times, it didn’t.

Problem was, I’d most likely be called upon to kill again. The idea churned in my stomach. Couldn’t always warn the people you have to murder, not when they were doing their darndest to kill you.

The door behind me opened. Surprised me, ’cause Micaiah wasn’t set to relieve me for another hour. Then I realized why he was there—he’d dosed himself, and instead of resting, wanted to see me first thing.

Anger took me for a minute. Sure, he’s all distant, but as soon as he started feeling something, he expected me to be waiting around with open arms.

I forced myself to soften. If we were going to make any kind of relationship work, I’d have to be compassionate. But right then, we were broken up. I had to stick to my guns. If he couldn’t tell me the truth, all of it, I couldn’t be with him. Period.

The bracelet, though, felt comfortable on my wrist again.

He approached me. “Can we talk?”

“I guess.”

First thing, he smiles at me, like he’s a desert flower and I’m a rainstorm. Or maybe it was the other way around.

I got jittery. He hadn’t given me an adoring look in a long time. I didn’t know what to say, so I stated the stupid obvious. “Your watch doesn’t start for another hour.”

He came up to me and took my hand. “I know. I had to see you. I tried to sleep, but the world, life, it’s all so different. I couldn’t waste the beauty of this day by sleeping through it.” His eyes seemed to snatch up my soul and suck it into him, like he was a vampire, and I didn’t just make him happy, I sustained him.

I wanted him, more than I had wanted anything ever before; an ocean moved inside me, and I wanted to ride on its tides and into his arms. But I gently removed my hand from his and took a step back.

I steadied myself ’cause I had a battle to fight—inside and out.

“Micaiah, I’m glad you’re feeling again, and that you’re happy. The way you’re looking at me is melting some of the ice, but there’s still ice.” My voice faltered, and I pushed through. “I need to know everything about your past, and not just ’cause I’m curious. It’s important we don’t have secrets.”

He nodded, then moved back. “Yes, I know. But I don’t understand what you want. You know most things already. I can heal almost any wound, I grew up in the ARK, stole the cure for the Sterility Epidemic, and escaped in a zeppelin. What else is there?”

It was clear he’d dosed himself again. He was terrified and looked it. But he was playing games, dancing, trying to lie by telling half-truths, trying to convince me I knew the important parts.

“Simple,” I said, angry again. And a little scared. “I need you to tell me what you are, what your life was like before you stole the cure, and how close you are to being a Vixx.”

His face dropped. His breath came in quick gasps.

“Let’s start with an easy one,” I offered. “Do you have a mother?”

“No.” He looked pained.

“How can you not have a mother?”

He exhaled and said in a rush, “Fine, the truth? I am a clone of Tibbs Hoyt. I call him my father, but that’s not true. We are genetically identical.” His face twisted. “How can you love me knowing that? How can you want to be with me when I’m exactly the same as the man who has been hunting you for weeks and would kill you on sight?”

“You’re not him,” I said. “You don’t have his experiences. It’s a question of nature versus nurture ... who we are is a complicated thing.”

It was like he didn’t hear me. “Cavatica, promise me that if I tell you everything, you won’t run away.”

I wanted to relieve some of his pain, but I had to be true to myself. “I can’t.”

I took a step forward. He took a step back. Another uncertain movement in our fearful dance. “The truth is, Micaiah, we’re starting over, and there are no guarantees.” It was a hard thing to say, and I saw his face fall, but before he ran away, I added a qualifier. “But I’m a Christian, and it’s my job to be kind and compassionate. Don’t put your faith in me. Put your faith in that.”

“I can’t.” An echo. His jaw tightened. “I can’t believe there’s any kind of God in this world, but I believe in you. So here it is, the truth. The ARK couldn’t solve the mystery of the Sterility Epidemic, not at first, and so the scientists had the idea that they could clone the males that were left. There were some missteps, but I was the first to emerge complete. Almost. My neurochemicals were off, but my father ...” his voice strangled, and a tear slid down his cheek. “Tibbs Hoyt didn’t think that was an issue. He thought emotions were a liability. Like what Rachel said.”

I wanted to go and comfort Micaiah, but I didn’t dare move. This was his chance to tell me everything, and I didn’t want to break the spell.

He closed his eyes. “They stopped cloning boys after me. I was the only one.”

“Why?”

“The Sterility Epidemic is based on a virus that infiltrates the male DNA and affects the male gamete. It attacks the Y chromosome, reducing the number of males at conception, but it also mutates the sex cells of the males who are conceived, which causes sterility. Every one of the cloned boys were affected by the virus, but I wasn’t. For whatever reason. My father found a way to neutralize the virus long ago, and still he doesn’t want to give it to the world. Viable cloned boys would reveal he possessed a cure. He kept that a secret, like he kept all of his bizarre experiments, top secret.”

“You’re not a bizarre experiment,” I said.

“I am.” He found the strength to open his eyes and look at me. “Which is why I hate telling you this. I know it will change how you see me, but you’re a Weller. And I’m learning you and your family can’t be stopped once you start something. In some ways, it’s unnerving.”

He went quiet, and I thought he was done, but then he continued. “I grew up in the lab of a secret ARK research facility not found on any map. They accelerated my growth ... it hurt. I was in pain, but part of pain is emotion, and I didn’t have that. I hurt in a vacuum. They kept me medicated over the worst parts, and then reduced the dosage while analyzing me at a microcellular level. I didn’t have a childhood. Only pain.”

It was something that Wren might’ve said. Growing up was hard enough with the good times—Christmas, birthdays, sleepovers, and friends. But Micaiah had missed out on all that. Actually, so had Wren.

I stepped forward, closing the space between us. He didn’t retreat. I took another step—but keeping my distance, like trying to coax a scared squirrel to eat from your hand.

He spoke in a shaky voice. “Tibbs wanted a son to inherit his empire, and he chose me. It made sense. He could drum up some story about an affair, and suddenly I’m his son. But I made a deal with him. I wanted emotions. I wanted to be human, like in the stories, Pinocchio, all the sci-fi videos, all of that. Looking human and not being human is impossible, and I’d see the joy in the scientists, little things, and I knew I was incomplete. So they came up with a chemical solution. They used the Cuius Regios as test subjects, gave them emotions, so they could give them to me. The Vixxes, however, were different. I was like them until I started the medication. Then the world opened up. But I knew I’d never be a real boy. I’d be a puppet, always, dancing on strings.”

He turned away and lost it. Sobs stormed through him, and I rushed to hold him. He stiffened at my touch.

“No! I’m a monster!” He shoved me away.

Don’t push a Weller away. We don’t react well.

I grabbed his arm hard. “That’s crapperjack. You didn’t choose your life, just like I didn’t. We’re given what we’re given. You’ve decided you want to be more than a puppet. That makes you better than a lot of the people I’ve met. That makes you good.”

He eased my hand off his red, pinched skin. His eyes showed his agony. “But I can lie so easily, and the way I was before, I didn’t care about any of you. I only cared about what you could give me. I only cared about my own self-directed imperatives, to get the truth out into the world and spit in my father’s face. To show him that while he created me, I am not his creation. I’m alive, and I’m going to make him feel my life. No matter what.”

No. Those were our words. Our covenant.

I corrected him. “Those three words have nothing to do with Tibbs Hoyt or the ARK. They are about us. You and me.”

I paused to let those words sink in. Then I said, “You were afraid I’d run when you told me the truth. I’m still here. I’m not afraid. I’m not repulsed. I’m still in love with you.”

He placed my hand on his face. His cheek was warm, wet with tears, alive and suffering. A lot of the time, sad to say, being alive means feeling pain we’d rather not. He’d chosen to feel when so many people I knew had chosen the opposite. They used drugs or love or violence to run away from the pain that living brings. He embraced it. He took medication so he could feel everything, including pain. I couldn’t imagine the courage that took.

Yes, the truth made things hard, but that’s truth’s job, to shake out the fantasies and lies, ground us and remind us that we are small, but there is a larger intelligence to the universe, and we can’t trust the lies, only the truth.

“Anything else you want to know?” he asked, smiling. “Peaches are my favorite thing to eat, but you knew that. My favorite book is The Lord of the Flies. And I really like the Blade Runner series. You can understand why—human, but not human.”

“So you really will tell me everything?” I asked.

He nodded. “I want to love you.”

I laughed a little, kindly. “And I want to be loved.”

He bent forward, and we kissed softly. I hadn’t tasted him in days. I didn’t just kiss him with my mouth, I kissed him with everything I was and would be.

Our tongues met, our mouths came together perfectly. We broke apart as I lay back on the rooftop. He took off his shirt, and every muscle tensed in the sunshine. A breeze cooled me for a minute, and I realized we were both sweating. Him above me, between my legs, and me below. I touched his belly. He shivered.

Could I do it? Could I have premarital sex? Adultery was such a sin, but our bodies wanted it, wanted it as much as air and breath. He dropped down on me, and I opened my legs wider. We had jeans on, but I could feel him as he ground into me, his mouth latched back onto mine, as we tried to breathe, as I tried to remember my chastity.

But I needed more of his skin. I drew a hand down the snaps of my shirt and they all came undone, pop, pop, pop. Our skin touched, our sweat, our smell, and his hands went low and touched me between my legs—the pleasure shocked me. It felt so good it hurt, and I grabbed his hand. Before I knew it, I was crying.

The history of us crushed me—us, the truth, his skin and kisses and body, his hard, wanting body. It was all a celebration of our breath and the symphony of sweat and heartbeats. And the beauty of it, the power, overwhelmed me.

He held me while I cried and kissed away my tears. He was crying, too. A lot of boys didn’t like to show emotions, but he did ’cause he had chosen them. Like he chose to tell me the truth.

His body pressed against me, but I couldn’t do more.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

“For what?” His face filled the sky—the whole world, his face.

“For crying,” I whispered. “For having to stop.”

He let out a breath and smiled. “We can go slow. I know this is a lot to take in, and I was surprised that you, um, that you let me go that far.”

I grinned. “Yeah, took me by surprise, too.”

He looked down at my breasts in my brassiere, and I got shy for a minute. I was lying flat, so they weren’t very much to look at. And I’d lost a lot of weight. Of course, I lost it up top first.

“You’re gorgeous,” he whispered.

I pulled him back against me to avoid his gaze and so I could collect myself. I’d never imagined this would all happen to me. Maybe that’s why so many women chose to be a part of the New Morality movement and cling to their chastity. Better to turn it off than to always be on, wanting.

We lay like that, and I looked at the clouds moving across the blue, blue sky.

“You are a real boy,” I whispered, “as real as I am. And you aren’t a puppet or a monster or any of that. We are who we want to be ... who we choose to be.”

“Thank you,” he murmured.

“And thank you right back,” I said to him, to the world, to the universe, to God. I felt so connected to everything right then, safe and at peace.

Until Wren found religion. Poor timing, if you ask me.
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Chapter Eleven
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No one sees the deer in the woods

We don’t get rain, only storms

Torchy’s Bar is closed for good

’Cause God’s not in Texas anymore

— LeAnna Wright


(i)

GROWING UP IN BURLINGTON, every Sunday, Wren fought church like a demon drowning in holy water. Sharlotte and I didn’t mind going ’cause it was a good excuse to go into town, talk with our school friends, and generally have a good time. We’d pack a picnic, get on our horses, brushed and clean, and ride into town. We’d hear Mass, stand up, sit down, kneel, and sing the closing song. Afterward, the whole town would hang out in the park and eat, play Frisbee, football, maybe even scrape together a good ol’ all-American baseball game.

Horses nibbled the grass, ladies flounced around in their best dresses, and all of us kids would change into our normal clothes to play, laugh, fight, make friends, lose friends, hit the winning run, or snatch a Frisbee out of the air.

But not Wren. She’d battle Mama all morning, saying she wasn’t going to church, or she’d go but only if she wore jeans. Sharlotte joined in the battle, would beat Wren if she had to, or help Mama wrangle Wren into a dress. Wren would show up to Mass, face black with hate. And after, she wouldn’t stay for the picnic but would gallop home. Or she’d hang out with the bad kids on the east side of town or wander out into the wilderness of the empty plain.

I’d watch her go off on her horse, Delia—a stupid, foul-tempered mare that Wren liked to goad into running too fast and jumping ravines she’d barely clear. Mama said her bad daughter deserved an equally worthless horse.

I’d feel so sad for Wren. Always so alone, always getting beat by Sharlotte or yelled at by Mama.

So later that day, when I woke up in the thrift store to Wren in a dress and demanding Pilate say Mass, I couldn’t quite believe it.

Pilate tried to reason with her. “Wren, I can say Mass here in the thrift store where it’s safe. Well, safe-ish.”

Micaiah was on the roof, taking watch. Thinking of him and what we’d almost done made me tingle all over. Then I was drawn back into the fight.

Wren was insistent. “It’s forty-five minutes, Pilate, quicker since it’s only communion for the four of us. Please.”

“This is not the time,” Pilate argued. “We have to get in the canoes and get down the river before the moon rises.”

But if we did, Rachel wouldn’t be able to find us. I loathed the idea of leaving her, but I didn’t see any other way. Darn, I was learning Pilate’s terrible lesson on leaving people behind in order to complete a mission.

Wren stopped talking and stood there, staring at Pilate. Then she said in a quiet voice, “Are you a priest, or aren’t you?”

“It’s Thursday!” Pilate yelled back.

“Are you a priest, or aren’t you?” Wren repeated.

Pilate flung back his head, eyes squeezed closed, and sighed. “This goddamn collar is a lot of fucking work.”

His f-word didn’t upset me ’cause, for one, I’d heard him say it before, and for two, I was still wondering why my sister wanted Mass when we needed to keep running.

Pilate gave in. “You win, Wren, but Mass is going to be quick, and then we’re getting on those canoes and getting out of here.”

Wren nodded and smiled, bobbing her head. She spun on me. “You weren’t thinking of wearing jeans were you, Cavatica?”

“I thought you didn’t believe in God,” I said. “And I thought you hated church. And really, you’re commenting on what I’m wearing? Really?”

Wren gave me a toothless smile. “I know, I can’t explain it. But I want this to be perfect. Can you change for me?” She turned back to Pilate. “Don’t worry. I’ll go on ahead and find us a hideout in the church, so in the unlikely event the ARK soldiers do search the town while you’re saying Mass, we’ll have a place to go. Okay?”

Pilate and I looked at each other, then at Wren, then at each other, and back again.

We both nodded.

Wren snapped her fingers, clapped her hands, and strutted out the door.

“Has she gone crazy?” I asked Pilate.

Pilate let out a long breath. “I’ve seen this happen. People change and go looking for a god wearing concrete underwear. Sinners trying to be saints. Probably be better for everyone if they stayed sinners who loved Jesus, but I have to say, I didn’t see this coming.”

“I’ll go put on something more formal,” I said, baffled over Wren and church.

On the racks of clothes, I found a skirt and matching top. It wasn’t New Morality, but I’d always been more Catholic than New Morality anyway.

I went to help Sharlotte get ready to leave. She sat on an old twin mattress in the back. She’d pulled up her nightgown and was staring at the stump of her leg. A line of prickly black stitches curved through the skin in a grisly grin. While the edges of the wound ran red, it didn’t look infected. She was healing nicely.

“Hey, Shar, get this. Wren wants—”

She cut me off. “I heard. And I ain’t going to church. You can’t make me.”

Wren had said those same words, every Sunday, for the twelve years I’d lived at home. I assume she’d said them when I was a baby, so in my lifetime, that was roughly six-hundred-and-forty-two times—fifty-two multiplied by twelve.

“You can’t stay here,” I said. “The ARK soldiers might come, and we have to stay together.”

Sharlotte laid back down and turned to face the wall.

I sat and touched her hair. “Please, Shar, please. I know you and God are prolly not on speaking terms, but it’ll be special. I think that’s why Wren is all excited to do it in the church and for us to dress up.”

“Wren is a day late and a dollar short,” Sharlotte spat. “If she wanted church with the family, she had her chance. Sixteen years of chances. Now her chances are gone.”

“Not yet,” I said quietly. “’Cause we’re all still alive. I know you won’t do it for Wren, but will you do it for me?”

Long seconds fell. I waited.

“Fine.” Sharlotte turned. A single tear dripped down her cheek. “It’s all empty, Cavatica. Me, the world, heaven, nothing is there. I’m a hollowed-out tree where not even spiders would go.”

I wanted to say church might help, but her pretty, tragic words hushed me.

How much of her pain was losing her leg? How much of it was Crete’s death? We had been the same age, Crete and me. I’d grow older. She wouldn’t.

Shame on me, but I didn’t want to talk to Sharlotte about Lucretia Macaby.

(ii)

Using the tin can phone I’d julie-rigged, I called Micaiah down. We left the thrift store, and I pushed Sharlotte down the street in the wheelchair we’d salvaged. She wore a dress, but it didn’t suit her; it was far too baggy, and the flowery-print strained the eye.

The sun smoked down into the western sky, ending the day, and we had about a half an hour before dark. Pilate promised he’d skip the homily, so I figured Mass would only be about twenty minutes.

Micaiah, Pilate, and Wren all walked with rifles over their shoulders. It was ironic that we were so well-armed to go to church and listen to the words of a pacifist, crucified ’cause he said we should love each other.

There were other, nicer churches, but Wren insisted we had to go to a consecrated place, which meant the Catholic church, a normal house that had been converted into a mission. If she’d been more reasonable, we could’ve just done it in the desert. But no.

She jimmied the door open to get us inside. Micaiah stayed on the street. “I’m going to keep watch. I wouldn’t feel comfortable in there.”

I leaned over and kissed his cheek. “I understand, but I’m going to make a Christian out of you yet.”

He grinned. “You’ll try.”

“Weller girls don’t try,” I grinned back. “Weller girls do or die.”

“That’s a common misquotation of ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade.’ It’s do and die.”

I kissed him again. “Not for us. Not tonight.” I left him but turned around and caught him sizing me up with his soft blue eyes. “And don’t correct your girlfriend. You won’t win that game. I guarantee it.”

Wren met me just inside the door. “Cavvy, come on. Church is starting.”

I couldn’t help it. I hugged her. “I love you, Wren. You said you’d change. And this? This is quite a change.”

She stiffened and eased me away. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Just don’t tease me about it. I have my reasons.”

I was sure she did.

Wren led me around the corner into a living room redecorated as a chapel. A hardwood floor gleamed, polished to a shine. Pews lined up facing an altar. The sun had roasted the air inside, so even with the windows open, it was hot. The yellowed lace drapes seemed too lazy to move in the slight breeze blowing a stagnant smell off the fabric.

Wren and I sat down, with me in the middle and Sharlotte to my left, her head down, hair so greasy, heart so broken.

Pilate walked out of a little room in the back, the sacristy. He was in full vestments, and dang, I couldn’t take him seriously. I wanted to tease him for wearing a dress, but I didn’t want to take anything away from Wren.

Pilate raised his hands and we all stood. Then he crossed himself and said, “In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.”

When he blessed us, we said, “And also with your spirit,” and it felt like a real Mass. Wren knew all the responses, every word, every gesture. I kept looking askance at her. Really? Did she believe now?

I kept a hand on Sharlotte like I would a fussy baby. We stood, we sat, we kneeled. I did the readings, Pilate did the gospel, and he even sang in a bad voice, “Through Her, with Her, and in Her, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, all glory and honor is yours, almighty Mother, for ever and ever.”

He’d changed the gender, but I hardly noticed. Wren didn’t seem to either. Father, Mother, isn’t it about the same at the end of the day? As long as we’re loved by a power greater than ourselves.

Pilate had found some of the old Communion wafers, and he walked forward to give us the Eucharist. Wren took it and crossed herself. When it was my turn, I chewed the little round piece of bread. Taking Communion from my biological father, now that I knew who he was, made me cry. Couldn’t help it. Tears fell down my face and onto the floor.

Then Sharlotte shattered the moment into pieces.

When Pilate went to give Sharlotte Communion, she struck the wafer out of Pilate’s hand. “This don’t mean nothing. Pilate ain’t no priest, and this church is just some old house, and God don’t care, and I hope He’s dead in heaven, rotting on His throne. I hope that jackerdan is dead, ’cause if He isn’t, I’d kill Him for His sins. And never stop.”

I felt like I’d been slapped. No. This wasn’t supposed to happen this way.

“Sharlotte,” I whispered. “Don’t ruin this.” Too late for that. A bad energy filled the holy space of the little church.

Pilate bent, picked up the host, and held it high above him, reverently.

We all froze, watching, to see what he would do. In the heat of the day blistering the new night, with sweat on his face, he nodded, “Of course God is dead, Sharlotte.”

My shock deepened, but I couldn’t move, couldn’t speak. I could feel Wren tense as well, but she didn’t yell or fight.

Sharlotte slashed Pilate apart with her eyes.

He continued. “Of course God is dead. This is all a sham, a sideshow, a piece of bad dinner theater two thousand years old and feeling every ridiculous minute of it.” He shouted into the church, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken us?”

His voice rang out; a deep silence followed. “You see, we don’t get words from heaven. We don’t get any sort of comfort for our troubles. All we get is silence. But listen.”

We did. Even Sharlotte. Didn’t hear a thing. Somehow, it got even quieter as we strained to hear something.

Then Pilate’s voice. “Do you hear that?”

“I don’t hear a goddamn thing,” Sharlotte muttered.

“No, what do you hear?” Pilate asked again.

“Nothing!” Sharlotte yelled.

“Don’t be stupid! What do you hear?” Pilate yelled back at her. The holy host was lost in his fist.

“The only thing I hear is you!” Sharlotte shouted.

“Yes!” Pilate roared. “And you. We are here. You and I. And Wren, and Cavvy, and Micaiah outside. We are here. And I say unto thee, wherever two or more are gathered in Jesus’s name, He is here, among us. Here, we celebrate our voices in the silence. God is dead. There is silence. We speak. God is risen. ‘And He will rise again, in fulfillment of the scriptures.’ Like you will rise again, Sharlotte. Like Wren did. Even Rachel Vixx rose from the dead. We celebrate the life and the resurrection, not in some nonsensical afterlife, but here, now, today. Or all of this really does mean nothing. Will you make some noise with us, Sharlotte? Or did you die when we cut off your leg?”

New tears streamed down my face.

How could Pilate believe what he did? And could those beliefs reach my sister in her tomb?

He kneeled down in front of my sister. “Eat with us. Be with us. Join us and be a voice in the silence. You don’t need a leg for that.” He opened his palm to reveal the crushed bit of bread.

Sharlotte regarded the Communion wafer. For a second, I thought she might once again strike it to the floor. But when she reached, her hands trembled, and she took the host and put it to her lips. Sobs seized her. We all gathered around her, held her while she cried. Her teardrops pattered on the floor.

And that was our Communion. We were bread for her and for one another, which is the whole point. We eat the Bread of Life so that we might be bread for others.

Voices in the silence.

Micaiah broke through the doors. Fear paled him. Behind him ran Rachel. Soot blackened every inch of her skin, hair, and clothes.

Outside rose the rumble of war machines.

A dozen ARK vehicles, including numerous M1 Acevedo tanks with long turrets, roared past the windows down Main Street. The tanks, named after a war hero from the Sino, possessed enough firepower to reduce the entire town to rubble.
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Chapter Twelve
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So much water

In teardrops falling

An ocean inside us

Always calling

— Pearl Cornell


(i)

WE ALL TURNED ON WREN.

For one awful moment, I thought she might follow through on her promise to shoot Rachel.

But then Wren motioned for us to follow her. She dashed into the sacristy and pushed aside a remnant of yellow shag carpet. Underneath was a trapdoor which led to a crawlspace below.

We bustled down through the hole, helping Sharlotte. Wren came last and pulled the carpet into place so when she closed the door it would lay flat.

Only Sharlotte’s wheelchair was left behind.

Ribbons of dim light from the dying day illuminated the chipped concrete of the foundation, the dirt floor, the cobwebs. The dirt under our feet smelled musty, like a graveyard.

Truck and tank engines grumbled outside. Doors slammed. Voices muttered in a muffle. Footsteps clacked into the church, echoing above us. Pilate hadn’t lit candles, or they would’ve smelled the lingering smoke. Shouldn’t have been any signs, but something bothered me. Something other than the wheelchair.

I grabbed Sharlotte’s hand. Then I remembered the tears, Sharlotte’s tears, my tears, had dropped on the floor. If they saw our tears on the hardwood floor, they would know someone had been there. And what about the shouting? Had they heard Pilate and Sharlotte? What if they had sent soldiers on foot to recon the town in secret?

I wanted to warn Pilate and Wren, but I couldn’t.

The only thing I could do was hold Sharlotte’s hand tighter. And pray. Pray with all my might while we crouched in the gloom.

Footsteps. A pause. More footsteps. It sounded like Hitler’s Stormtroopers marching around. Someone walked into the sacristy. Dust shook down from the trapdoor.

An ARK soldier stood not two meters above us.

From the front part of the church, a woman called out. “Bravo Four. Report.”

Wren’s face curled in a snarl. Hiding was not in her nature. But I think she also knew we were pinned down. Those tanks could blast the house down and bury us.

I looked at Pilate and saw he had a hand over his mouth. He was trying not to cough.

If he coughed, we were dead.

The soldier above shuffled a bit. Rachel’s back was to me. Even though I couldn’t see her face, I knew what she was feeling. Her shoulders, her whole body, trembled. Fear owned her, but she was fighting it to stay quiet.

“Bravo Four. Report.”

Pilate didn’t believe in an interventionist God, but I had to believe there was some loving force in the universe, and whatever that was, it loved me. Loved us all.

I prayed to that force, pleading that the ARK soldiers wouldn’t see our teardrops on the floor. How horrible would that be? To be betrayed by our tears.

I prayed Pilate wouldn’t cough. And I prayed Rachel didn’t snap and start screaming angrily at her terror or let it overwhelm her in loud sobs.

Tina Machinegun hung off my shoulder. I didn’t sling it around ’cause going out in a blaze of glory wouldn’t mean much. So what if we killed a few Regios along the way?

Something Wren said drifted through my mind ... something about ducking the ARK, and if we could hide while they passed by, they would lose our trail. This was our chance to lose them.

As long as the soldier above us didn’t see our tears or hear Pilate’s cough.

The ARK soldier shuffled again. She knew things weren’t right. She didn’t answer the command to report ’cause she was trying hard to sniff us out.

Sharlotte and I locked eyes. She wasn’t that sullen, ghost of a woman she’d been. Wren had been right to push Pilate to say Mass. If we were all to die, at least I’d die with my sister restored, my family together and whole, even Rachel.

Micaiah moved next to me, silently, and I relaxed into him.

Rachel turned. Her lips trembled. Her eyes couldn’t be wider.

I nodded at her. She nodded back.

“Bravo Four. Report. Now.” The voice broke angrily to echo through the church.

This was it. Guns in hand, Pilate and Wren stared at the ceiling. Pilate dropped his hand, grimaced, his chest moving. He was coughing as quietly as he possibly could. I couldn’t hear it. Could the Regio?

My heart stopped.

Not a second later...

“Clear.” The soldier standing on the trapdoor moved off.

We sat in the dark, shifted to get a little more comfortable, and Pilate swallowed the rest of his coughs.

I thought we’d wait there for hours.

Rachel moved over to us. Sweat streaked the soot on her cheeks.

“Where have you been?” Wren asked in the quietist of voices.

“Distraction. Evasion,” Rachel whispered. “I was able to fully integrate my new imperatives to be kind, become part of the family, and protect the family. Get Micah Hoyt and the chalkdrive out of the Juniper to collect the reward money and save the ranch.”

Pilate smiled at her. “And who said you couldn’t teach an old dog new tricks?” He took off his vestments and left them in a pile on the floor.

“We can’t stay here.” Rachel had to stop, to swallow, to work her mouth and get through her anxiety. “I’ve been contemplating the various strategies the ARK command will use. Most likely, satellite images confirmed your location in Green River. They’ll search the city thoroughly, then leave sentries in this and other major cities. Some will look like soldiers, others like civilians, and they’ll wait for us to move through. They’ll be stationed in pairs or threes, so when they do pinpoint our location, one or more can run to posts stationed around the Juniper.”

“Rachel’s right,” Wren said. “We have to make a run for it. If they find the canoes, they’ll know we’re here. But if we can get to the river and get away, good luck finding us in the dark on a river in the middle of nowhere.”

The Green River was only about a half kilometer away, and there were plenty of houses and cover to get to it, but going out there, into the streets, felt like courting death. We wouldn’t make it. We couldn’t.

Not with Sharlotte in her condition.

Not with Wren. Who said exactly what I expected her to say. “I’ll draw their fire. You get to the canoes.”

“No,” Sharlotte said. “The whole point of this is to sneak away. If they see even one of us, they’ll know we passed through. If they don’t see anyone, they won’t know jack.”

I squeezed her hand. “Welcome back, Shar.”

She squeezed me back. “I love you, Cavvy, but you can’t take me. I’d slow you down too much.”

The evil thoughts were creeping back into her eyes. She’d climbed halfway out of her grave of despair, but she wasn’t all the way out yet.

Turning my back on Pilate, not wanting to argue with him, I pressed my cheek to Sharlotte’s. “I won’t leave you, Sharlotte. We have to live in faith, not fear.” I drew back. “This is what we’re going to do. Rachel, Wren, and Pilate can scout ahead. Micaiah and I can push Sharlotte in the wheelchair. If we’re quiet and careful, we might be able to sneak past them.”

“If they catch us, well, I’ll kill every last one of them skanks.” Wren grinned. “Me and Rachel don’t care none about bullets, do we, Rache?”

Rachel shook her head quickly, but she had her lips pressed tightly together. She looked like she could run, but fight? Hardly. I had the idea that her fighting days were behind her. Quite a change since the last time we were together.

Lights blazed through every crack, every window, every bit of the basement. Not just troops, but at least one zeppelin was using a searchlight to flush us out.

I glanced at Wren.

“That blimpy don’t change a thing,” she whispered. “Just have to be that much more careful.”

(ii)

Once the searchlight moved off the house, Wren and Rachel climbed out of the crawlspace. Their gear creaked, their boots squeaked, and the backdoor opened and closed. Rachel had gone ahead, but Wren returned to fill the top of the trapdoor. She stuck a hand down and threw signals. Pilate could read them without a problem. He nodded at me, Sharlotte, and Micaiah.

My heart hammered my lungs into my spine as the adrenaline hit—it all became crystal clear. I could smell the dusty dirt under us, the engines running hot, the cool of the river, and the odor of the night coming. It was like I could hear the tread of the boots tromping down Main Street.

Wren took off running as quietly as she could, but I could hear her boots as well. Pilate went up first, then Micaiah, and they helped me with Sharlotte. Wren had brought the wheelchair from the other room, which the soldier must have thought was just another relic of a dying town laid to waste by history.

Pilate picked up the wheelchair, Micaiah and I carried Sharlotte, and silently we opened the back door and stepped out. The sun was gone, but the sky clung to the last bit of fading light, painting the world in cornflower blues and black shadows. Except where the zeppelin’s searchlight glimmered. It had moved on east. For now.

Wren was on the roof of a house on the way to the river. She waved her hands; we had to go quickly—now or never.

Plopping Sharlotte into the wheelchair, we pushed her across the asphalt and into a little alley between the houses. Wren put up a hand. We froze.

Pilate drew us up against the wall. An Acevedo tank crawled past on squealing treads. We waited, sweating, and my breath came in gasps. I had to remind myself I was with Pilate and Wren. If anyone could sneak a half kilometer across enemy territory, it was them.

A second zeppelin searched the west side of town, moving slowly toward us. The magnesium searchlight sputtered and sparked, sending circles of light across the rooftops. Eyes in the sky to match the eyes on the ground.

Wren threw more signals. Pilate dashed across the street. With Sharlotte in the wheelchair, Micaiah and I followed as fast as we could, until we hit a wooden fence of splintery planks, waist-high. Rachel helped Sharlotte over, and we gave her the wheelchair. Wren sped off to recon the next street. We piled over the fence. Splinters dug into my skin, old nails groaned in protest, but we made it. Coast was clear, so we kept moving.

On the edge of town, a farmer’s field, gone to fallow, gave us tall grasses to hide in until we came to a vast stretch of cracked concrete—two hundred meters of open space to get to the cottonwoods along the Green River on the other side. The only possible shelter was an old Prius sitting on blocks in the middle of the vacant lot.

Sharlotte saw the cracks and crannies. “Cavvy, my wheelchair won’t make it over that terrain. I don’t want to stay behind, believe me, but I don’t see another way.”

“Someone’ll have to carry you.”

Pilate was choking down coughs and looked wan. Couldn’t be him.

I touched Rachel’s arm. “Can you carry Sharlotte?”

“Our big sister?” Rachel nodded. “It would be my duty and my pleasure.”

“I prefer oldest sister, not big sister. I have slimmed down some, so I shouldn’t be too heavy.” Shar said it as a joke.

I was glad for the quip. It meant Sharlotte was getting herself unstuck.

The tanks and most of the ARK forces were behind us, doing house-to-house searches in the intense light of the zeppelin. Ahead, the first airship we’d seen floated back toward us. Its searchlight struck the river, making the water glow green like flowing emeralds.

This was our chance. The Regios hadn’t found the canoes yet, and we’d left the thrift store in the same shape we’d found it.

Wren’s color was up, and she was nearly laughing with excitement. “Okay, let’s go. Can you run, old man?”

Pilate glanced around. “Are you talking to me? Oh yeah, not a lot of men left. Must be me. Let’s go in for the touchdown.”

“Go, team, fight,” Sharlotte said.

Micaiah gripped my hand and kissed my cheek. “For luck.”

And I kissed him back. “For luck.” Like in that one Star Wars video.

Rachel bent over to carry Sharlotte piggyback. Dang, but our Rachel was strong, preternaturally so.

We took off with drumming boot steps across the chipped cement.

My breath rushed through my lungs, and the raw fury of my adrenaline pushed me to go faster.

Wren, of course, ran the fastest of all, followed by Rachel with Sharlotte clinging to her, then Micaiah and me, running hand in hand, with Pilate barreling along behind us, his poor lungs ratcheting. But I knew, despite the horror, the risk, the sheer insanity of that dash, like always, Pilate would be lucky. He’d make it.

Of course.

Then I heard him fall. He tripped and rolled, coughing until I heard him retch.

“Cavvy, you can’t stop. Come on.” Wren hissed from the cottonwoods. She’d made it, and she was waving us in, panic on her face. ARK soldiers, somewhere, coming closer. The zeppelin zoomed over the river heading toward the parking lot.

I jammed to a stop, only I didn’t stop for long. Micaiah had me by the arm, and he went to pull me away, but I fought him. I wouldn’t leave Pilate.

Micaiah didn’t pause.

Rachel was strong, but then so was Micaiah. He whirled me around like I was made of hay and threw me across his shoulder. My diaphragm pressed down onto his collarbone. I couldn’t breathe, let alone struggle, as he ran those last thirty meters to the tree line.

Once in the foliage, I struggled away from Micaiah. Didn’t like him throwing me around like that, but he saved my life. And maybe Pilate’s as well.

An Acevedo turned into the vacant lot, with ARK soldiers on top, looking every which way. At the same time, the zeppelin left the river, and the magnesium searchlight hit the parking lot, lighting up the place like it was high noon. Not a single shadow to hide in.

But Pilate. Where was Pilate?

From our angle, we could see him in the Prius, hunkered down in the passenger seat. The searchlight found the Prius and stopped there.

Stopped. Like my heart. Like all our breaths.

Next to me, Wren gripped Tina Machinegun. I knew, if the ARK’s Regios spied Pilate, if they started for him, she would let out a war cry and charge those soldier girls and that tank by herself.

I could hear Pilate, coughing, trying not to, but coughing still.

Please, God, please. Don’t take our Pilate away from us.

The tank rumbled by the Prius.

And who sat manning the machine guns on top of the tank? Praetor Gianna Edger. Like Rachel, she had survived the stampede. And like before, she was leading the troops to find us. Seeing her alive and well, shook me. When would we ever see the last of her?

The tank took Edger to Main Street, where it turned left, past the old truck stop, gas station, and liquor store and headed across the bridge. The zeppelin traveled onward, west, to where we’d come from.

Hundreds of soldiers streamed past on the main street, nearing where Wren and I had loaded up the canoes, south of the bridge. We had to get to the boats before the soldiers did or lose everything.

Once the soldiers left the parking lot, Wren broke from the cottonwoods, sped over to Pilate, seized him, and they stumbled back. Then we all hurried to the banks and threw ourselves into the muddy water.

The cold current, strong with spring melt, whipped us down through swift waters. It wasn’t completely dark yet, so it’d be a race—would we make it under the bridge before the ARK troops saw us?

Could we get to the canoes? Or would we be machine-gunned in the water like rats in a bathtub?

We glided down, down, in the current, and we couldn’t hear anything, could barely see the silhouettes of the hotels on the east side of the river.

We were taken under the bridge just before the first soldiers stepped forward. We swam to the shore, hiding in the shadows of the towering cottonwoods. In seconds, we had the canoes in the water, both loaded down with gear, bikes, and the collapsible bike trailer.

Sharlotte, Micaiah, and I leapt into one canoe, while Pilate, Rachel, and Wren eased into the other. We had to crawl across tangles of bike frames, bike tires, handlebars, yellow plastic bins of food, and backpacks loaded with clothes.

A third zeppelin fired up their searchlight on the bridge we’d just passed under. Instead of moving south, it turned north.

We didn’t pause. Pushing our boats into the water, we caught the current and drifted quickly south. We oared closer to the bank to stay under the trees until we reached the southern edge of town, where the greenery stopped and the desert dirt took over.

Above the town, a total of six zeppelins flooded the town with sizzling, blinding searchlights.

We all watched in silence. A battalion of troops, a dozen tanks, half-a-dozen airships, all combing the countryside for us.

And yet we’d evaded them, hadn’t taken a single casualty, and even snuck away with our wounded in a wheelchair.

We’d gotten lucky, but such luck rarely stays around long.

(iii)

Downriver from the town of Green River, the night hid both the desert and us. The moon wouldn’t rise for many hours, so we had a blanket of night to hide under. We tied our canoes together so we could talk as we floated. Stars painted the river in a glitter-glow.

“So, Rachel, last time we saw you, you sucker punched me ’cause you were scared,” Wren said. “I swore if I ever saw you again, I’d put you down. Would’ve, if you hadn’t run up to warn us about the troops. You have a change of heart or what?”

“My heart hasn’t changed,” Rachel said.

Fear hooked me, and I tried to rise, but the canoe shuddered under me.

Wren put a hand on a Colt Terminator. Pilate coughed as he tried to get to his gun.

“My heart continues to act as a vital part of my circulatory systems,” Rachel said. “In a more metaphysical sense, my heart has changed. I must be kind, which is one third of my new imperatives. I can’t be kind if I’m violent.”

Rachel fell quiet. Water swished around our boats. A night bird tittered from somewhere on the bank.

“How are you handling your fear?” Pilate asked.

“I’m learning to let go of it,” Rachel said. “Inside me, there’s a quiet place the fear can’t touch. If I live in that quiet place, I’m at peace. My time alone, distracting the Cuius Regios, proved to be very therapeutic.”

“I guess so,” Pilate said. “You might have to counsel me.”

“I’d like that.” A shiny smile lit up Rachel’s face. It kind of came off as flirting, which would be a surprise. Rachel and Pilate together? Couldn’t quite see it.

“How are you doing, Sharlotte?” Pilate asked.

Took a long time for her to answer. Then she said, “A voice in the silence. Maybe someday I’ll be more, but for now, that’ll do.”

I let out a sigh, a little relieved, a little scared.

“You’ll make it, Sharlotte,” Pilate said. “But you, Cavvy, it’s you I’m worried about.” He collapsed into coughing.

“How so?”

Pilate spat into the ink of the river. “You, my darling daughter, about got us both killed back at the parking lot when I tripped. Like I said before, you need to understand that sometimes you have to leave people behind to save them. And to save yourself. If Micaiah hadn’t scooped you up, we’d have both been caught. That old Prius could only hide one genius, not two.”

I let out an exasperated gasp. “You all are so willing to sacrifice yourselves for the group. Rachel runs off to start fires, Sharlotte wants to be left behind, and Wren just loves the idea of going out in a rain of bullets. Well, I say all that is crapperjack. Pilate, you’re trying to teach me a lesson I don’t wanna learn. I won’t leave people behind, never. And notice, I’ve never left y’all to be a hero.”

Pilate didn’t make a joke, didn’t cough. Instead, his voice reached out to me, firm and steady. “You will have to. Before this is all over, you will have to go forward, alone if need be. Not sure how I know that, but I do. Promise me you will.”

“No,” I shot back.

He put a hand on his heart and raised his head to the sky, “Hey, Jesus, how come you gave all these Weller girls such contrary spirits?” Then to me, “You, my wretched child, are as much of a pain in my ass as God is.”

I nodded. “Took you long enough to figure that out.”

“And I thought you were the nice one,” he added.

“That’s me now,” Sharlotte cut in. “What did Wren say back at the Scheutz ranch? The good, the bad, and the ugly?”

“I’m the ugly one now.” Wren motioned to her ruined teeth. “Sharlotte, I like it when you’re the good one. So that means Cavvy is gonna have to take over as the bad one.”

It was all said as a joke, but it wasn’t. Not a bit.

I would, in time, take a turn at sinning. At some point, I do believe, we all are bound to stumble. Some will fall. Some will stay down. Others will rise.

We floated the ten kilometers down to a hidden little trickle of a stream we almost missed in the moonrise. The inlet into the Green River would undoubtedly be gone in another month, once summer fried the ground from horizon to horizon.

The moon rose. Wren ran recon and came back excited. “Found the perfect place for us. Couldn’t be better.”

We dragged the canoes out of the water, took out some bikes and gear, and then portaged the canoes up to an oasis of water and beauty. A waterfall tumbled in a silver gush over the lip of a canyon and into a pool overflowing with grasses and plant life. The waterfall had eaten away the rock above, creating a natural shelter, away from the elements, sunshine, and the spying eyes of the ARK.

We’d have to be careful, couldn’t have fires, and we’d have to continue to live like owls, shying away from daylight. But if we were smart, the desert would hide us.

I hugged Rachel for a long time, then Sharlotte, then Wren. My sisters. Pilate and Micaiah, I embraced them too.

While Pilate held me, he whispered into my ear. “Sharlotte came back, Rachel came back, Wren came back. We all will come back together. Live in faith, not fear.”

“I’ll try, Pilate,” I said.

(iv)

Three months passed like a single short, cool summer night. The waterfall never did dry out, and we were treated to thunderstorms almost every afternoon. For a desert, it sure did rain a lot. Huge drops came falling out of black skies, battling the wind with lightning and thunderclaps that left my ears ringing.

Wren and Rachel took scouting trips into Green River. Rachel had been right—the ARK left behind a dozen soldiers. My sisters would come back with more food and stories of almost getting caught, but not really. Both were too smart and sneaky.

Micaiah and I would go for long hikes across the slickrock, and we watched sunsets and sunrises paint the desert every kind of color. We kissed, did more, but never went all the way, ’cause I couldn’t quite let myself. I was young and feeling it; the kissing and caresses were fire enough.

Three months. Gone.

Wren had adventures in Moab, of course, ’cause she could hardly keep still, but in the end, it was a quiet time of healing. My ankle, my shoulder, the gash over my eyes, all healed. Rachel removed the stitches Petal had put in and did the same for Sharlotte’s stump.

We were both left scarred, Sharlotte far more than me. The Juniper marked those who lived on her soil—the pretty grew rough, and the soft grew hard. But on the other hand, the weak grew strong.

Pilate’s cough came and went and came back again for an encore.

Rachel seemed to relax into her emotions. Both her and Pilate grew closer from their counseling.

Sharlotte found her poetry again.

Rachel and I talked about the anomalous societal condition in Glenwood Springs, and we thought about leaving early to avoid I-70, but we didn’t have enough information to make an informed decision.

And after what we’d already been through, could Glenwood Springs be any worse? Besides, the ARK still scouted the area. Moving would be dangerous.

Then, like that, we knew our time was over.

One day, Wren came back on her bike and said that every soldier had left Green River. We didn’t know if they’d given up the hunt or if they’d been called to another town, but we took it as a sign.

At the end of August, we packed up and left. I gave the waterfall oasis one last look, one last wave, and walked away.

We crossed the river and luckily, found an old bike trail across the desert. Pilate said it was called the Kokopelli Trail and had been especially popular with German tourists, but he was always saying stuff. And Rachel always listened, her eyes glued to his face.

Like animals, we rested in the dark of night and in the heat of the day. Dawn and dusk were our active times, pedaling across the dirt, up slickrock ridges and down single-track trails.

Even Sharlotte. I’d made a housing for her peg leg and attached a cleat to the bottom which snapped into the clip-on pedal. She’d gotten used to her leg, standing, walking, doing chores. Slowly, slowly, her body got used to the new leg. With her dress over it, you wouldn’t even know.

Pilate’s cough was another story.

Wren pulled the trailer loaded with food, water, guns, and ammunition.

Cliffs, crags, every type of valley got in our way. Boulders powdery with dust edged by ratty sagebrush forced us to carry our bikes and trailers up and around them. Afternoon storms cooled us and gave us water for our thirsty tongues.

One such storm boiled the blue-gray sky into a cloudy maelstrom and forced us to find shelter under a series of arches running along the path.

Rachel and I hunkered down under one overhang while the rest of our people found another. The rain and hail pelted the ground making the sand jump. A tangle of juniper bush grew in the cracks near our arch. I crushed one of the gray berries in my fingers then sniffed them. Such a smell brought back memories of Mama and my childhood. Dob Howerter once said that juniper smelled like money; if anyone would know that, he would. He’d struck it rich while us Wellers owed him a bunch of money. Well, we’d pay him back and save the ranch. Yes, we would.

Utah’s greasewood lay far behind us. We wouldn’t see any again.

Rachel caught me smelling my fingers. She grabbed my hand and brought it close to her nose. It was rather intimate, but so unexpected I didn’t pull away.

She looked into my eyes and smiled. Like I’d promised, she’d started experiencing the good emotions that make the damn things worth it.

“It smells good,” she said. “The bathrooms in the ARK clinic where I was formed had a similar odor.”

Where I was formed ... She truly was so very different than me.

She squeezed my hand and let go. Such a simple gesture, a simple squeeze, made me realize how far she’d come. A red-winged blackbird flitted away from where we’d been hiding in the sage and soared down to another dry spot behind some rocks.

Rachel grew somber. “And there were juniper bushes where we trained. I think back to those times, when I was being conditioned for warfare, and part of me realizes how limited I was. In more figurative terms, I was blind. Now I see.”

“Like the song. ‘Amazing Grace.’” I remembered singing it with Wren in Green River.

She thought for a minute. “I am unfamiliar with songs. My training did not include music, for obvious reasons. Will you sing it?”

I blushed. Took in a deep breath. And sang the first two stanzas.

Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound,


That saved a wretch like me.

I once was lost, but now I’m found,

Was blind, but now, I see.

’Twas Grace that taught

my heart to fear.

And Grace, my fears relieved.

How precious did that Grace appear,

the hour I first believed.


Rachel’s face clouded so much I stopped.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Grace gave us fear. Grace can relieve the fear. It’s a paradox.”

“Remember that quiet you talked about?” I touched my chest. “Maybe it’s good we get to feel. And maybe it’s also good there are parts of our hearts that are quiet. I don’t know.”

“The fear can be so loud in me,” Rachel whispered. “All these long months running, I keep thinking of the anomalous societal condition in Glenwood Springs. What’s there? What’s disrupting the regional traffic? And will we survive it?”

“We’ll make it through,” I said.

“Faith, not fear,” Rachel echoed Pilate. “But I have no faith in the grace. It gave me fear. It is a wicked thing.”

“It removes the fear,” I said. “It’s a good thing.”

“You’re a good thing,” Rachel said. She hugged me.

The storm moved off as quickly as it had come. New pools of water shimmered on the table of slickrock around us—water which kept us alive.

Rachel’s fear of Glenwood infected me as well. We rode on, and I couldn’t imagine what we would have to face once we got that far.

And still, I kept my master plan to myself.

I knew with the ARK’s army on our tail, we only had one person in the Juniper who could help us. Only one.

June Mai Angel, the worst Outlaw Warlord the Juniper had ever seen, and the woman who had destroyed our town. She was the answer. If she didn’t kill us first.

First, though, we had to make it through Glenwood Springs.
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Chapter Thirteen
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I’m sick with a white line fever infection

Big rig lights in the rear view’s reflection

Radio spoons out static one town at a time

That long lonesome highway tearing up my mind

Closer to home, but farther away

Closer to home, but farther away

— Matty Canton


(i)

SEVERAL NIGHTS LATER we stopped cycling at dawn and caught our first look at the Rocky Mountains. The bruised purple slopes capped by white peaks taunted us. We had kilometers of desert to cross until we reached even the foothills.

The Kokopelli Trail played hide-and-seek with the Colorado River. The trail would dip low enough for Wren to climb down to fill our jugs. We’d boil the water in pots and then fill our water bottles. Rarely, though, could we get close enough to the river to bathe.

Whenever Micaiah kissed me, I’d worry about how I smelled, though it seemed he didn’t mind any. Micaiah was like the moon, waxing with desire or growing thin, his desire waning. I’d learned his rhythms during our time in the waterfall oasis.

When his meds were working, he’d get full of desire and love for me, and then slowly, his emotions would wear away and he’d wane until he never smiled, never laughed, his soul just a sliver on a dark night.

Another dose, and he’d be full again, kissing me, and touching me, until I had to run away from his desire. My resolve to be chaste was crumbling like a riverbank during a flood; I wanted him. At times, I felt so tingling and swollen with lust that I knew if I didn’t get what I wanted, I’d die. I wanted to eat him, smile, smell, and all.

One morning, while we were setting up camp still some distance from Grand Junction, Micaiah came to me. “Full moon,” he said and showed me the vial of his medication. Only twelve hundred and fifty microliters remained. And he’d already given Rachel seven hundred and fifty microliters.

I sat with him as he gave himself an injection, two hundred and fifty microliters, half his normal dose.

“I still can’t believe I’m letting you see me do this,” he whispered. “I feel so ashamed.”

I held his hand and kissed him. We didn’t need to say one more word about it.

He moved back. Trouble shook his voice. “I’m going to give the vial to Rachel. If she goes with my normal dose, she will have emotions for the next two months. I’ll go without until we can find more. If we can find more.”

“We will,” I said.

“I’m going to change again,” he said. “I won’t be me. I’ll go blank.” He didn’t say it as a threat, only the truth.

I pulled him close and held him tight, so he couldn’t see my worry.

Wren traipsed up. “Hey, you two. Wanna see something cool?”

Love my sister, but sometimes she was as clueless as a castrated bull looking for his lost bits. Micaiah slid away from me and went off to unroll his sleeping mat under some pinyon pines.

I did the blushing for the both of us. “Sure, Wren.”

She leaned in close and showed me new teeth pushing through her gums. “Can you believe it, little sister?” she asked, nearly giddy. “I’m gettin’ my teeth back. It’s a miracle ’cause I believe in God again.”

While I didn’t want to squash her faith, I knew it wasn’t the right hand of God. “Wren, it’s from the Gulo Delta. It’s re-coded your DNA. Most likely, it had to fix your more vital areas before it decided to work on your vanity.”

“Love my vanity like I love my guns,” she said, smiling. “Getting juiced up with the Gulo Delta magic was the best thing that ever happened to me. I only need to sleep a little, and every day I feel better, faster, stronger. Next skanks that come after us, I’m gonna pound them into jackercrap.”

“Please, don’t curse,” I said, though that was hypocritical of me. I’d been cursing more than ever. And doing more with Micaiah.

“Sorry, Cavvy. I forget you have such delicate ears. I’ll try harder.” She kissed my cheek, then walked off to take cover. We had to keep out of sight. Hadn’t seen any zeppelins, but there were still satellites.

Wren getting her teeth back was a miracle, but what else was happening to her at a microcellular level?

(ii)

We got more information about the threat in Glenwood Springs a few days later, when we stopped at a peach orchard on the eastern outskirts of Grand Junction, irrigated by the Colorado River. We might’ve been in Fruita, but there weren’t any signs anymore to tell us.

We attacked the peaches. It had been a long time. Mostly, we’d been eating the deer and desert sheep Wren shot. She’d pack the shredded meat into the animal’s own intestine, making sausages that tasted growly and sagey. Having fruit was a real treat, and once again I remembered how Micaiah had wept over his favorite food.

The late season peaches drooped, worm-eaten and bird-pecked. However, once we cut off the black spots, the fruit tasted sweeter than candy.

Our guns hung off our shoulders, and our bikes rested on the ground while we ate in silence. All at once, a flock of birds flapped from the trees, chirping and scolding, as good a warning as a shiny bell ringing. People were coming.

Before I could blink, Wren pedaled off on her yellow bike with an AZ3 slung over her shoulder. She marched four girls back to us. Dark-haired, dark-skinned, the four looked as Hindu as Parvati and as pretty as Sita. Bindis marked their forehead, and while their dresses weren’t bright enough to be saris, they had the same shape and lines. The ages of the girls ranged from little, maybe six, to around my age.

Their eyes widened and turned teary as we looked them over. We were a solemn, rough-looking bunch, like a gang of outlaws. Their eyes kept drifting over to Pilate and Micaiah ’cause they were boys.

“You’re not with Aces, are you?” one asked.

No one said anything for a minute.

“No,” Sharlotte said, “we’re not with anyone. These your peach trees?”

Four heads nodded in a line.

Then the youngest screwed up her courage to ask, “You the Wellers?”

The eldest gasped, “Ajita, please.”

Me, Sharlotte, and Wren all exchanged glances, pretty much confirming little Ajita’s question.

Ajita, emboldened by being right, shuffled a step closer. “People came around askin’ for you. Soldier girls in tanks askin’ for the Wellers. But we knew about you before that. We knew about Abigail and her ranchin’ and salvagin’. Sure, everyone knows about Abigail Weller, and Mavis Meetchum, and Dob Howerter. You guys are famous. Sorry about your ma. We heard she died when June Mai Angel attacked Burlington. June Mai Angel owns all of the eastern Colorado territory now, though Dob Howerter is gettin’ an army together to take it back.”

More exchanged looks. War hadn’t killed Mama, a heart attack had done the job, but Juniper gossip grows bigger the longer you let it. Like a spring blizzard, only it’s bullcrap that piles up instead of snow.

We didn’t correct her.

“When did that army come around asking questions?” Sharlotte asked.

The eldest, not to be outdone by her boisterous little sister, spoke. “’Bout three months ago. Came and went, and then came back last week. Offerin’ even more money than the first time.”

Ajita pushed forward out of her sister’s reach. “You are the Wellers, and you can’t deny it.” She pointed a finger at us as she recited our names. “You’re Wren ’cause the pistols. You kill people and don’t care at all. And Sharlotte is big and in charge. And Cavatica is smart and pretty.”

“Ajita, don’t point!” the oldest girl admonished.

When we didn’t respond, the little girl charged on. “And that’s Father Pilate, but I don’t see his Beijing Homewrecker. But the collar and his long hair, sure, that’s who it is. I don’t know these other two.” She motioned to Rachel and Micaiah. “Don’t worry, we won’t tell on ya. Those soldier girls were creepy. I didn’t like ’em, and I like most folks.” She came up close and took my hand.

I smiled at the little one. “Well, Ajita, we aren’t gonna say who we are, and we’re sorry for stealing fruit. When we saw ’em, we couldn’t help ourselves. Ain’t too many people on this side of the Rockies, I reckon.”

The eldest girl shook her head. “No, it’s dry around here. Grand Junction is pretty big but gettin’ smaller. Aces steals girls, and that’s who we thought you were at first ’cause you have two boys with you. Ain’t many boys in Grand Junction.”

Rachel and I exchanged glances. Aces. Now we had a name for the “anomalous societal condition” who disrupted regional traffic.

“Who’s Aces?” Wren asked with a grin. Her teeth were coming in perfectly straight, and, once again, her smile dazzled. I knew why she was smiling. Her hands strayed to her Colt Terminators.

“Aces is governor of Glenwood Springs. He kidnaps women ’cause there are lots of men there. A lot. A real mystery. Still, no one goes east of Grand Junction no more. They say the men fight for the women. The best fighter has twenty wives, and the weaker men have none.”

Wren was about to say something, but Sharlotte cut her off. “Well, we’ll turn around. Thanks for the warning.”

Ajita frowned at us. “You can’t turn around. You gots to get to Burlington and take back your home from June Mai Angel. She’s bad. You Wellers can get through Aces, sure. Ain’t nothin’ you can’t do. Took three thousand headcount west to Wendover. Dangdest thing anybody ever saw.”

We simply couldn’t hide our grins.

Ajita wasn’t about to stop. “But be careful of the hogs. They’s in Denver now. June Mai Angel cast a spell and created them.”

Micaiah spoke for the first time. “What do you mean created them?”

Ajita shrugged. “How else could the Juniper get monsters? Someone had to create ’em. What we hear from some peddlers is they’re like demons, better than two meters tall, and hairy and mean. They use axes like hatchets and big machine guns ain’t nothin’ but pistols for ’em. They kill for the fun of it. Crazier than the Psycho Princess and meaner.”

“Are the hogs boys or girls?” Micaiah asked.

Ajita shrugged. “Peddlers don’t say. But with an army like that, June Mai Angel is gonna take over the Juniper, I’ll tell you what. Unless you stop ’em.”

But that wasn’t in my plan, not at all.

I felt Ajita’s hand get sweaty. Or was it mine? Wasn’t sure, but an uneasy feeling had crept into my belly. Micaiah’s face had gone dark. I remembered what he had said before, about the Gulo Gamma creating mutants.

Would the same thing happen to Wren? Maybe with the Gulo Delta, the side-effects took longer to present. I had to swallow down my worry.

Micaiah caught me looking at him, then glanced away.

I’d ask. And he’d tell me everything ’cause his lying days were over.

“You want to stay with us in our house?” Ajita asked.

The eldest shushed her. “Now, Ajita, we can’t invite strangers in. And these fine people have places they have to be, I’m sure.”

“Can you tell us anything more about Aces? Is he Mormon?” Pilate asked.

Ajita blushed. “Don’t know if he’s Mormon or not. Truth is, we just don’t know much about him ’cause the girls he steals don’t never come back. We built a wall outside of Grand Junction to keep him out. He comes in with men, lots of men, on raids. They got steam equipment like you ain’t ever seen. And big guns. Sheriff Martha Wilkes in Grand Junction does what she can, but Aces is bad. Kinda like our very own Outlaw Warlord, but he don’t move around like most outlaws. But I betcha one day June Mai Angel and Aces’ll fight a battle. Sure is a lot of war in the world. Why you think there’s so much war?”

Pilate laughed a little. “God’s left hand is always stirring up trouble. Like Kali, God’s left hand destroys even while his right hand creates. Who can say why?”

Ajita was about to say something, but the eldest took her by the shoulders and shushed her. “Take as much fruit as you like. Already jarred the peaches, and we’ll do the apples next. They’re farther down.”

Sharlotte tipped her hat. “We thank you. We’ll gather a little, if you don’t mind. Sorry, we don’t have anything to trade with you. But we’ll remember your kindness. What’s your last name?”

“Kripke,” Ajita blurted out. “I’m Ajita Kripke, and this is Geeti,” motioning to her oldest sister and then to the two other girls, “and Jasmit and Kundanika. That means ‘golden girl’ in Hindi. We know a lot of Hindi ’cause all our mamas are Hindu. We have lots of mamas, and we love them, and they love us. They say we don’t need the men no more.” She caught herself. “Well, we need them for the thing, like a bull, but the bulls don’t do much nor do the men.” She stopped again, her eyes flickering over Micaiah and Pilate. “Maybe some men are different. But we’re happy in the Juniper away from the New Morality. With just our mamas, who are mostly gillian.”

Geeti turned pale at all the information, obviously embarrassed. We’d gotten their full story, lesbian love and all. The word, gillian, came from the Mandarin phrase tong xing lian.

“Nothing wrong with any of that,” I said. Over the course of my adventures, I’d left behind most of my own New Morality beliefs. I wore jeans and learned tolerance and respect. And to be honest, a community of strong women living in liberty sounded rather nice.

Part of me wondered why more women didn’t come together in free-thinking groups outside of the Juniper. It was another mystery we’d unravel eventually. Turns out, the New Morality wasn’t new, and you know, it wasn’t very moral, either. Sorry, Sally Browne Burke.

The Kripke girls helped us load up the trailer with some fruit, and we mostly took peaches ’cause we all felt bad for stealing the fruit. But knowing Sharlotte, she’d figure out how to repay the Kripke family.

If we survived Aces in Glenwood Springs, the hogs in Denver, and June Mai Angel and her army in Burlington.

Before we left, Ajita gave us a blessing, praying to Shiva to guide and protect us. Maybe I should’ve felt uncomfortable, ’cause the first commandment is pretty clear there being only one god, but with how serious Ajita got, it did feel like a blessing, and I crossed myself.

With that, we biked away from the orchard.

The next day, we topped a hill and saw Grand Junction’s great wall.

Couldn’t miss it. Cars, trucks, minivans, big rigs, all lay stacked on each other, creating a barrier that stretched across the valley. Armed women walked across plywood nailed into the rooftops of the vehicles. It was the kind of wall you might put up against the hordes of hell.

“Aces looks like trouble,” Sharlotte murmured.

“No,” Wren said. “He’s just another jackerdan in this world looking for one of my bullets. I’ll give him two, but only if he’s a good boy.”

Rachel let out a sigh. “The ARK had little intel on the Glenwood Springs anomaly, but now we have a name and a reason for the disruption in regional traffic. Men are stealing women and holding them captive. The question is, should we risk I-70? And if we are seized, what would happen to Pilate and Micaiah?”

No one had an answer, but I figured they’d be killed. That was what the Psycho Princess did to boys. She was another Juniper anomaly we’d fought our way through.

The sun blazed in the sky, promising hot days forever. The reality was, if we got trapped in the Rockies in a freak fall snowstorm, we could die under three meters of ice.

All eyes turned on me and Sharlotte.

She and I nodded. We both knew what we had to do.

“We’re not going to run from this guy,” I said.

“If he gets in our way, we’ll knock him down,” Sharlotte added.

“You’re jackin’ A right we will,” Wren finished.

I glanced down at my Moto-Moto watch. It was stuck on September 1, and though the hands still went round, the date function was broke.

I should’ve taken it as a sign.

(iii)

We didn’t go through Grand Junction, though a part of me wanted to see what kind of matriarchal society they had created for themselves. But the less normal people knew about our movements, the better.

Jenny Bell Scheutz had died ’cause of us.

We skirted the walled city of Grand Junction and biked past Palisade. Pedaled through Parachute, Colorado, lying picked clean on I-70’s dirt, the asphalt all cooked into road coal. We continued to travel during the early morning hours and late into the evening. It wasn’t so much for the satellites spying down on us from the atmosphere but more to avoid Aces and the Glenwood Springs anomaly.

We didn’t see any folks on the road or in the towns. To quote Rachel, we saw the true meaning of “a disruption of regional traffic.”

The Rockies were getting serious now, peaks trying to pierce holes in the sky even as the Colorado River ran low, readying itself for winter.

During a break, I pulled Micaiah aside and asked him about the hogs.

He didn’t blink and told me everything. “I took several canisters of the Gulo Gamma with me on the zeppelin, to use as proof of my father’s research. I thought they’d been destroyed in the crash, but it appears not. It appears as if June Mai’s soldiers found them. And opened them and then ...” he paused. “Their DNA was most likely altered from the exposure. Yes, they can heal most any wound, but if they are like previous experiments, they become exceedingly violent. We think it was the research into testosterone that created the problem.” He still had enough emotion to smile a little. “Maybe like men, their mental capacities begin to wane until they are left completely psychotic, which is why my father had to do all of his research in secret.”

“Which means what for Wren?” I asked.

“I do not know. The Gulo Delta seemed safe, but there were no long-term studies. The effects, whatever they will be, won’t be temporary. Like with the Gulo Gamma, her genetic structure has been permanently altered.”

Wren rode up on her bike, and he stopped abruptly.

“Let’s get going,” she said.

Dread darkened my thoughts.

She saw it. “Don’t get scary on me, Cavvy. I know what y’all were talking about. I’ll be fine. And really, how much more violent can I get?”

I couldn’t answer. ’Cause I had no idea.

We returned to pedaling down I-70, keeping our eyes peeled for Aces or his men. We knew about him, but he didn’t know about us, which gave us the advantage.

I continued to worry about Wren, but then I got to thinking about Micaiah’s story. He said he’d stolen the chalkdrive and the Gulo Gamma from one of the ARK’s secret research facilities. Then he’d grabbed a zeppelin and took off across the Juniper. Where was that research center, and was it the same place where he’d grown up? He said it wasn’t on any map. What did that mean? He’d also mentioned mountain biking across lava fields. Maybe Hawaii? An airship could make it across the Pacific, but somewhere closer seemed more likely.

When we reached Rifle, we stopped. We were on full alert now, ready for a fight with Aces, whoever he was.

We talked about maneuvering around Glenwood Springs, but it was getting colder; autumn colored the aspens across the wide valley, fireworks among the evergreens. Snow was only a few weeks away ... if it waited that long. We didn’t have the time to find another pass through the Rockies, not with winter threatening. Already we were pushing it. An early autumn snowstorm could bury us, and I’d grown up hearing stories of people getting trapped in snow and dying. Or worse, eating each other to stay alive.

No, we had to hurry. Yet we also needed to rest. After weeks on the road, Pilate had started to fail. Most days, he’d be way behind us with Rachel, peddling slowly.

Stopping in Rifle was hard on Wren. Every part of her vibrated with the need to fight, and she only slept a couple of hours a night. The rest of the time, she rode the tires bare on her bike, scouting, hunting, running reconnaissance.

Rifle was another city picked down to its foundations, not by salvage monkeys looking to make a dollar, but by Aces in Glenwood and the people in Grand Junction. Nothing much was left. We set up camp in a strip mall next to the Colorado River.

We tied our tents across the top of an old roofless 7-Eleven to give us shelter. Funny, I stared at the cracked, dusty red 7-Eleven sign for a long time. I remembered Dolly Day Cornpone’s mug, and how she’d treasured it. While the franchises still thrived in the U.S., none of the 7-Elevens in the Juniper had survived the Yellowstone Knockout. I stood in a tomb—most of the shelves were gone; not even one package of Quincy Jim’s Bacon Qs remained.

Sharlotte and I swept out the convenience store while Pilate rested. Wren, Rachel, and Micaiah went out to hunt and keep watch. We were about forty kilometers from Glenwood Springs, practically knocking on Aces’s doorstep.

“You okay, Sharlotte?” I asked. We didn’t have brooms, only sagebrush branches.

“You love that question, don’t you?” she asked.

I shrugged.

She gave me her back, like always, then sighed, and spun around on her peg leg. She was getting really good at maneuvering around on it. “It’s a rough hand we were dealt. Not just my leg, but everything. Mama dying, the cattle drive, our escape into the desert ... everything. Why do you think God likes to torture us?”

Pilate might have had words for Sharlotte’s atheism, but I didn’t. I noticed she didn’t mention Crete’s death, and I wasn’t about to bring it up. Shame on me.

More shame, but I gave Sharlotte the party line. “Ain’t my job to question what God is thinking. I have enough of a chore just trying to get through the day. I’m worried about Aces, though. And Wren.”

“What about Wren?”

I told her about our sister’s teeth, but Sharlotte knew already.

“You think Wren wouldn’t brag about getting her teeth back? No, she just loves that she’s brand new, and I’m a gimp. I hate her sometimes. And we’ll see how long her sobriety lasts, her lovin’ Jesus, praise God.” She said the last words sarcastically. Nasty.

“You want her to fail, Shar?” I asked. My question echoed Rachel, asking Wren why she wanted my plan to fail back in the Utah territory.

“No,” Sharlotte whispered. She itched at her leg. “But I wish I had my leg back. Maybe we can get some more Gulo Delta for me.”

I told her what Micaiah had told me about the Gulo Gamma and the mutations.

She sat quietly for a long time. “None for me then,” she said. “Poor Irene. I might stay a cripple, but at least I’ll be human. But I’m beginning to think my missing leg isn’t the real problem. There’s weeds in my heart now. I keep trying to clear ’em, but the more I pull, the more that grow. I’m trying to be a voice in the silence, but at times it feels like my insides are scratched to pieces by buckhorn, and cactus spines fill my throat. In the end, I’m afraid they’ll mute me. The silence will win. God will die forever.”

I sat next to her and put my arm across her shoulder. She didn’t stiffen but relaxed into me.

“I won’t let the silence win,” I said. “And God won’t either. The wind will always blow in this world. There will always be noise.”

“But what if we’re not around to hear it?”

(iv)

That evening I walked through the town with Rachel. Well, couldn’t really call it a town. I’d seen pictures of First Nation ruins in school: Mesa Verde, Anasazi cliff-dwellings, places like that. Could’ve been pictures of Rifle, Colorado, only a more modern version. Instead of rock, Rifle had the skeletons of cinderblocks and the chipped concrete foundations of buildings. Every year the wind, the snow, and the rain ate away more.

Without warning, Rachel took my hand in hers. Surprised me.

“Tell me about Pilate,” she said.

“He’s sick,” I said, sighing like a leaky balloon.

“I know that.” She paused. “I want to know if he likes me.”

I stopped. “Rachel, he’s a priest. He took a vow of celibacy.”

We’d reached the edge of the ruins. A chill wind blew down, and I kicked myself for not bringing my coat. We turned and walked down to the river. In most places it was more rock than water. A small blackbird flew from the river bank and headed up toward a pine. I looked for red on the wings, but the redwings would’ve already flown south. One more reason for us to hurry through the Rockies. The bird sent out a tweet into the fading day and flew onward.

Rachel jumped onto a boulder and turned, smiling. “Father Pilate is a lot of things, but he’s not celibate. We have files on him. He has many children. You yourself are an example of that. Besides, I find him attractive, and I’m hoping he feels similarly.”

“Really?” I asked her before I could stop myself. “You want to talk about romance now? Aces is just up the way, we have the ARK searching for us, and you only have two more doses of emotions. Micaiah gave you the syringe and vial, right?”

She nodded.

“So,” I said, “as you can see, your timing is kinda off.”

Rachel shrugged. “I understand what you’re saying, but I don’t want to be logical. I want to be in love. Micaiah loves you. Pilate might love me. Or are he and Wren together?”

“No,” I said firmly. This was familiar ground for me. We’d all thought he and Wren had fooled around, but no, definitely not.

“So what about Pilate and me? Should I take him and kiss him? Or should I give him a present? What could I give him?” She let out a heartsick breath. “I don’t have a single thing. I could give him my Desert Messiah. Would he like that?” She touched her big, brutal pistol.

I was speechless. There she was, balanced on a river rock, sunset painting her face aglow, her nose red from the wind, eyes a little dazed.

Well, she might not know how to sing, but she was learning how to be human, all right. Falling in love was one of the most human things you could do. Romance at the wrong time? Now that was really human.

Her hair had grown into a mischievous pixie cut. She smiled at me under the bangs that had grown out. Where was the battle-robot that had almost murdered us all?

Long dead, it appeared. I’d given her a chance to be human, and she’d grabbed on with both hands and all of her heart.

“Pilate’s my biological father, but more than that, he’s like a daddy to me,” I said. “This puts me in an awkward position.”

What I said didn’t matter. She’d made up her mind. “I’ll give him flowers. I’ll kiss him. I’ll give him my heart, and if he rejects me, I’ll weep.” She said it all with a wonderful smile on her face, as if either way she’d win.

“So are emotions a liability?” I asked, feeling a little mean.

She waved a finger. “What a thing for you to say. You don’t believe they are. And to tell you the truth, I’m beginning to wonder at them, too. I feel so full inside. The world is so beautiful.” She looked away at the mountains around us, the river under her, the yellowing aspens catching the red glow of the sunset. “This is why you believe in God. This feeling. This beauty. The vastness inside and out. At first it was empty, but the beauty of life has filled the spaces in me to overflowing.”

I finally had to smile. And I was grateful for Micaiah. He’d given up feeling to give Rachel a chance to fall in love.

“Go for it,” I said at last. “I don’t know what will happen. Pilate generally only ...” Words left me. I searched for a euphemism. “He generally only breaks his vows to give women children. But you don’t want a baby, do you?”

She shrugged coquettishly. “Who knows? I’m not sterile. I’m a fully functional female, and the thought of Pilate and me, together, with a family ... well, I have fantasies. In some ways, it feels like a new imperative.”

I reached out a hand. “Well, Rachel, I was worried about what might happen if you lost your emotions, but I think we’ll be just fine.”

“Maybe.” She frowned and took my hand. “I remember my old orders. I can feel their pull. Am I bad? Was I created to be bad?”

“I don’t think so.” I pulled her off the rock and onto the shore. Her hand felt good in mine, warm. “But if you believe in the concept of Original Sin, you’re just like me. And every day we don’t follow our old orders, we are choosing to be good.”

She brightened at that. “Yes. You’re correct. I’ll always care deeply for you, Cavatica. You saved me. You are my sister.”

That made me smile. “Well, out of all my sisters right now, you are about the sanest. Sharlotte is having trouble getting her shakti back online, and Wren can’t sit still long enough to sleep. I’m so glad we saved you.”

“Me, too,” she murmured. “It’s comforting to have a family. I saved Sharlotte in Green River. She’s my sister. Even Wren has been nice to me. She’s my sister. And you, I owe you everything.”

We hugged and walked back to the 7-Eleven. We ate Grand Junction fruit and some deer jerky ’cause we didn’t dare start a fire.

Not with Aces so close.

(v)

That night, I watched Rachel with Pilate, but all she could muster was a flirty daze, which Pilate seemed to smirk away when he wasn’t coughing. His face was pale. His fever had returned.

We divided up watches, like normal, but the night passed quietly.

We were back on the road while it was still dark.

Our plan was to make it to New Castle by dawn, hole up, and then scout the highway up to Glenwood to see if we could get a bead on Aces or his men. I found that I couldn’t quite believe we’d stumble on a town full of men. Could Aces be Juniper gossip? Maybe the ARK’s intel was wrong.

Like always, Pilate fell behind, and Rachel stayed with him.

Micaiah, Sharlotte, Wren, and I hit New Castle, and it mimicked Rifle and the other towns we’d gone through. Deserted, picked through, only trash and concrete left around to greet us.

We stopped in front of the ruins of another 7-Eleven. For one long moment, I got homesick for an actual convenience store, like the Juice Plug Junction near the Academy back in Cleveland. I wanted a Twinkie. I wanted my old life, however gone and buried it was. We didn’t have a dime to our name, and if we couldn’t get the reward money from Micaiah, we’d lose the ranch to Dob Howerter. Mama had taken out massive loans, and we had to pay them back.

I only hoped June Mai Angel hadn’t blown our house off the map.

But first, Glenwood Springs. We had to make it through Glenwood Springs.

We got off our bikes and went to stow them in the concrete stalls of the strip mall, when out of nowhere, a man came walking down the middle of the dirt street cutting through town.

He wore an old down coat, patched with silver duct tape. His boots were just as duct taped. Filthy jeans, never washed, painted his legs. Long hair and a grizzly bear beard hid his face. Across his back was an L85 assault rifle, a junk weapon if there ever was one. A bayonet tipped the muzzle. Which was about right—better to use it as a spear since it was as likely to jam as not.

“Hey,” Wren said. We all let our bikes drop and armed up. Wren held an AZ3, Sharlotte had Tina Machinegun, and both Micaiah and I raised hunting rifles we’d found in Green River.

The man’s boots crunched over a bit of gravel, and he stopped abruptly. He didn’t say a word, nor did he ready his own gun. He stopped and stood there, as hairy and frowny as a daddy bear.

“Hey!” Wren called out louder. “You with Aces? That’s one jacknasty I’m dyin’ to meet.”

Sweat and adrenaline hit me. It was wrong, the whole situation was as wrong as snow in July.

The bearded man pointed—behind us.

Another big man, as rough, as hairy, as taciturn, walked out from behind some debris.

It was early morning, the light still milky, the air still cold.

Down the way, a fire lit up. A big bonfire, soaked with some kind of propellant, took light. A warning beacon to alert others that Aces had new prisoners.

So much for our plans of hiding out and sneaking around.

Mr. Beard in front of us spat onto the street. The one behind crossed his arms and glared.

“Only two of you?” Wren asked. “Well, two and whoever lit the fire. But I got so many bullets I wanna use.”

Sharlotte frowned at our sister’s bravado. I wanted to run back the way we had come, but the big bruiser blocked my way.

Mr. Beard grunted. “We got snipers. You try and do a thing, we’ll lame ya. Won’t kill ya, just lame ya.”

Before Wren could fire, her AZ3 skittered away from her. Took me a second to realize some unseen rifle had shot it out of her hand. The gunshot echoed across the valley.

Mr. Beard stuck two fingers into his mouth and whistled loud.

Another man meandered out. Then another. And another. In moments, we were surrounded by at least a dozen men. All those men unnerved me. I’d never seen so many full-grown men in one place.

They closed in. Wren continued to grin. “Now, this is a fight. I ain’t never killed a man before. Skanks, sure, but not some Johnson.” Like a magic trick, her Colt Terminators appeared in her hand.

Fast, but not fast enough.

Someone grabbed me. Strong arms, smelly with man stink, held me fast. Another guy crushed Sharlotte in tattooed arms.

Wren had waited too long.
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Chapter Fourteen
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Honkytonk me up

And honkytonk me down,

Dug up a dog of a man

Gonna bury him in town

— Pearl Cornell


(i)

I WAS TRAPPED IN THE arms of an unwashed man, stifled by his smell. Sharlotte shared my fate. Only Micaiah and Wren were free.

Mr. Beard ambled up to my sister.

“Ain’t no one going to go for me?” Wren asked, smiling. Her dazzling teeth were fully restored, ready to bite if her firearms failed her.

I thought of Pilate and Rachel. Had they been captured? If so, what would happen to Pilate? And would Rachel be able to control her fear enough to fight?

Micaiah eased up to Wren and touched her arm. “Baby, let me do the talking.” He enfolded Wren into his arms, and with everyone watching, he kissed her long and hard, lips and tongue.

I’d have rather died than watch Micaiah kiss Wren like that. My heart turned to shrapnel in my chest.

Micaiah moved off, leaving Wren’s cheeks the color of roses. Not even my cold gunslinger sister saw that coming.

He slid over to Sharlotte and touched her face. “Oh, are you jealous, Shannon. Well, I have one for you too.” He turned on the man holding my sister. “Let go of her. Now.”

He spoke with such a command in his voice, the tattooed man stepped back. Then Micaiah got close and kissed Sharlotte just as passionately as he’d kissed Wren.

I closed my eyes. Couldn’t watch it. Couldn’t do it.

All the men watched, obviously caught off guard.

The man holding me let go, and Micaiah took me in his arms and kissed me, but I couldn’t cage my fury at his betrayal. I punched him in the nose. At the time, I just didn’t understand.

Micaiah laughed. “Oh, all my girls are real wildcats.” Blood trickled down his lips, but it was like he didn’t feel a thing.

He turned on Mr. Beard. “These are my women. I own them. You want them, well, you’ll have to fight me for them.”

No one spoke. A second ticked by. Then another.

Mr. Beard’s laughter rang out, followed by the other men. Laughing and laughing.

“You’re just some skinny boy,” Mr. Beard guffawed. “You think we can’t take your women from you?”

“Maybe,” Micaiah said. “But I’ve heard about your laws. You don’t know what I’m capable of, so I would quit talking crapperjack, and take me to Aces. We’ll see what he says.”

My wounded heart fought with my logic, and my logic failed. Why would he kiss my sisters and pretend all of us were married to him?

Mr. Beard’s grin split his beard to show yellow teeth. “Oh, we’ll take you to Aces all right. You must be some kind of stud to have these three. Especially Pistols there.”

“Mic...” Wren started.

“Shut up!” Micaiah yelled her silent. “You will call me ‘sir.’”

Wren went to pistol whip Micaiah, but something in Micaiah’s eyes must’ve stopped her.

“And if you have to use my Christian name,” Micaiah said forcefully, “you will call me Michael.” He turned to address the men. “I’m Michael Carlsbad. And I want to talk with Aces.”

“You got sack, boy,” Mr. Beard said. “And you’ll get your fill of Aces.”

Three steam trucks came trundling down the freeway toward us, old Dodge Rams, their AIS steam attachments belching smoke.

In short order, we were disarmed and dumped in the back, arms tied between our backs.

Micaiah didn’t give us another glance. He sat regally, chatting with the men, smiling and laughing.

Like we didn’t matter a bit.

Say what you will, but that boy could lie. And like a chameleon, he could melt into any role he had to play.

We didn’t talk to Aces. Micaiah did.

(ii)

In the back of one of the Dodge trucks, we sat around the AIS engine as it seethed and smoked. We got off I-70 at the West Glenwood Springs exit. Every foundation had been reduced to a pile of rubble, used as a quarry, no doubt, for building in the city proper. Empty dirt streets, piles of rock, no cars. I wondered at that until we came to another wall of vehicles, stacked ten meters tall.

Standing in a caged tower, a man with an M16 stood watch. When he saw our convoy, he called down. A gate of welded sheet metal slid open in the middle of the car wall, and we drove through. Houses, buildings, asphalt streets ... Glenwood Springs was a city, alive, thriving, full of men, more men than I could comprehend. And not a single woman of any age in sight. Which confused me even more. I knew some men were still gay, and maybe a whole colony of them made sense, but the way the men were looking at us, they weren’t homosexual. Far from it. Every gaze hungered for my skin. We were fresh meat, brought in off the road.

Then I wondered how many were viable? Could this Aces have rounded up a whole city of sterile men? But even sterile men enjoyed the attentions of women, in and out of the Juniper. Why come here?

Maybe it was for the tech. I’d never seen a city in the Juniper so technologically advanced. Machinery ruled every aspect of the city, from pumps churning water through a tangle of aqueducts to a system of pulleys delivering food and parts to various parts of the city. A massive crane on treads moved from one section to another, adjusting cars on the wall, or slamming new ones on top.

With all the engines working, I would’ve expected the valley to be full of smoke. Then it hit me: they were using the hot springs to power the engines. Sure, the boiling water coming up from the ground would make the perfect energy source. The aqueducts and piping fed a huge greenhouse up on the mountain on the north side of the canyon. Beyond the walls, cattle and sheep meandered, cropping the grass. We’d stumbled upon an undiscovered civilization deep in the heart of the Juniper, and it was ruled by men.

Like the citadel at the center of a walled medieval city, the yellow-bricked Colorado Hotel lorded above it all. Below the hotel, the red stone complex of the Glenwood Spa and Hot Springs lay sprawled next to the old highway. In the middle sat the famous pool, half empty, half full of steaming, scalding water. Yet something was off about it. Bleachers had been dragged poolside, but what could they be watching? Some kind of swimming competition? Hardly, the way the water was frothing, it’d kill a person before they could take two strokes.

Men hustled Micaiah away, delivering him to Aces. Wren, Sharlotte, and I were thrown into a hotel room, two queen beds, nightstands, and thick, clean carpet. The door was locked tight from the outside; no doorknob for us. Wren went for the windows, but metal bars had been welded over the panes.

Sharlotte sat with her eyes closed, rubbing her leg.

Wren paced. “I can’t believe Micaiah kissed me. Kissed us all. But whatever kind of game he’s playing, it seems to have worked for now.”

I shrugged. I felt numbed to my center. He’d kissed my sisters in front of me. Right in front of me. Then pranced around like he owned us. My head struggled to overcome my jealous heart.

Wren continued to pace and ponder. “You see all those men? What kind of place is this? Are they Mormons? Do you think they’re Mormons, Cavvy?”

“No,” I said. “Or maybe. Maybe all of them are sterile and angry about it.”

“Or maybe they’re gays? Prolly not, though, not with them stealing women. Unless they’re crazy like the Psycho Princess and just want to kill all women. You think that’s possible, Cavvy?”

I shrugged my shoulders again.

Wren didn’t like that. She stomped up and shook me by the shoulders. “Now you just pull yourself together, Princess. Shar and I know he’s yours. I’m just trying to figure out what he’s playing at. And what this goddamn place is.”

“We’re his wives,” Sharlotte whispered.

Wren laughed jaggedly. “That’ll be the day.” She paused. “You know, I bet that little rat is going to deal with Aces and then prolly take off. When he’s off his meds, he can be a soulless jackerdan.”

I wanted to argue that but couldn’t. Micaiah could lie better than anyone I’d ever met.

“And I’m Shannon,” Shar said. “We’ll see what he’s named you, but we shouldn’t call each other by our real names.”

Wren growled. “I should’ve killed them all when we had the chance. There was only twelve of them.”

“That we could see,” Sharlotte reminded her.

“I ain’t worried about a bullet or two,” Wren said. “Still, we were stupid. When it’s time to shoot, you shoot, not talk.”

I wanted to ask about Pilate and Rachel, but decided against it. Better for us if Aces and his men didn’t know about the last two members of our crew. But could they rescue us? Doubtful. Pilate’s chest infection kept him pretty well incapacitated, and Rachel hadn’t proven herself in a firefight now that she had emotions.

But what if she didn’t have emotions anymore? What if we were held up here long enough for her to revert to her original imperatives? Would she kill Pilate and come for us?

Every part of me was balled up—my face, my fists, my insides—all clenched up and confused.

The day crawled like a wounded thing toward night. We were brought chipped plates of steak and potatoes along with jars of beer. We didn’t drink them and asked for water. The men laughed at us but complied.

We talked it all out, but we didn’t really have much information to go on.

The stars were winking on when keys jiggled the lock, the door opened, and we were led out by more rough men carrying sawed-off shotguns. The message was clear: If we ran, they’d cut us down.

We were taken to the lobby of the Colorado Hotel, which had been turned into a throne room. Tall candles gleamed everywhere, giving it a dim, smudgy glow. Two fireplaces on either side of the long room popped and crackled. Deer and elk antlers decorated the place, an homage to violence and death.

On top of a raised dais, on a big, carved oily chair sat Aces. Had to be him. Standing next to him was our Micaiah, grinning.

“There are my ladies,” Micaiah said in a loud voice. “Ain’t I a lucky man to own such pretty flesh.”

Aces smoked a home-rolled cheroot cigar, prolly tobacco taken from the greenhouse I’d seen coming in. He was a lean, hardened man, older than Pilate, but not withered or aged, just older. Green tattoos covered his arms and neck. He was dressed in leather from head to foot: leather chaps, a leather vest, and big leather motorcycle boots. A Fu Manchu moustache dropped from his chin. Salt-and-pepper hair fell to his shoulders; sunglasses held it back from his face to reveal the green eyes of a tiger hunting prey in the night. Aces was a king, but it was clear he was also a predator. Tina Machinegun leaned against his throne and close to his right hand.

“Tell them,” Aces murmured in a husky voice. I got the feeling he didn’t yell much. Didn’t need to. Everyone knew who ruled Glenwood Springs.

“Bet you ladies are wondering what kind of a place this is,” Micaiah started out, his voice countrified in a twangy accent as he played his role. “This is the last piece of civilization left on Earth where things are done right. Where men rule.”

“So it’s a patriarchal society.” I was done being quiet, and I let my shakti show. The fist in my stomach clenched tighter. “That’s why they steal women, ’cause no woman in their right mind would want to live here.”

“Come on, Cathy,” Micaiah said. “This is the way things are supposed to be. Men are the dominant sex on this earth, always have been, always will be. Out there in the world, hell, in the rest of the Juniper, things are perverted ’cause of the Sterility Epidemic. Aces has set up a city ruled by men. For men.”

Well, I had my name, Cathy. I didn’t like it. And I was having trouble liking Micaiah as well, but he was obviously spouting nonsense for a reason. I’d have to wait. I’d have to trust him. He had to have a reason.

Aces breathed out smoke like a dragon appraising gold. He then asked Micaiah a quiet question. “How come they’re yours? All three of them. How did that come to be since they obviously don’t know their place?”

Micaiah laughed. “Aces, I’m rich out in the world. You know how women like money, and the more money you got, the more women want you. And I’m viable, thank Jesus. But, in the end, I wanted to live in the Juniper. We’ve been wandering around, looking for a place to live like God wanted us to live. Never imagined in a million years I’d find such a paradise here.”

“Where are the other girls then?” Wren asked. “I thought you guys were all gay when we came in. You mean you ain’t?”

Aces grinned. “I like that one. She has a fire in her.” He stood up, hefted Tina Machinegun onto his shoulder, and moved down from the dais. “We put gays down like we put down crippled horses and mad dogs. Men are meant for women, women for men. Anything else is a perversion. But then we live in perverted times, with women in charge, controlling every little thing with their emotions and half-witted notions of justice and reality.”

Evil. I was staring down small-minded evil spewing the poison of prejudice and hate.

“You didn’t answer my question, Aces.” Wren hissed out his name. “Where are the women?”

“Behind closed doors. Where they belong. Owned.”

He flicked cigar ashes onto the floor. A small man moved forward to sweep it up with a whisk broom and then withdrew into the crowd.

“Ain’t no one going to own me.” Wren held her head high.

“You’ll take to the yoke eventually,” Aces murmured. He moved our mother’s M16 off his shoulder and studied it. “This is a wonderful weapon. My ancestors used such weapons in Southeast Asia to kill—”

He said a word that I won’t write. Both sexist and racist—he was ancient and stupid and foul.

And he wouldn’t shut up. “I come from a long line of fighting men, generations and generations. American warriors. We fought for what was right and just. We fought for what we wanted. With you standing there, full of spirit, so pretty, with such a pretty smile, yes, I’ll fight for you.”

“Who you gonna fight?” Wren asked.

Then I knew. What Micaiah was doing made perfect sense. He had embraced the role of our husband so we weren’t free-range females, needing an owner. It sickened me. How could these men be here? How could they think they could own people?

But the answer was simple. Sexism was an old term, pretty much an outdated idea, with most of the males in the world gone. The very idea staggered me. We were slaves in Glenwood, all ’cause of our gender.

But then I remembered Becca Olson from the Academy back in Cleveland. In a very real way, she wanted to own Billy Finn ’cause he was a viable male. And I thought about us calling boys “johnsons” to their faces.

Sexism wasn’t just prejudice; it went deeper, into the roots of a society’s power structures. When men held positions of power, their sexism was aimed at women. Now, women held the power. And in some ways, men had become status symbols, now that you could purchase Male Product from the ARK.

And yet, I doubted the female community in Grand Junction fought each other over boys or kept the boys locked away. Then again, the Psycho Princesses didn’t imprison males; they murdered them outright.

My head spun. In the end, it seemed society had devolved into a struggle for power, who had it, and how they could show it.

Aces let Wren’s question about who he would fight hang in the air for a minute, and then he turned slowly to address Micaiah. “Michael, if you want to live in our city, you will abide by our laws. Viable or not, we fight to keep our women. You may be rich out in the World, but your money is useless here. What matters here is the battle. The best men have the most wives. Are you one of the best men?”

Micaiah wasn’t grinning or acting foolish, not anymore. He was deadly serious. “Men are measured not merely by their muscle, but by more. Even here. Would you agree?”

Aces didn’t move. He took a long drag off his cheroot and let the smoke drift across those green eyes.

Micaiah went on. “Your machines, your aqueducts, the greenhouse up on the hill, all of that was engineered by clever men. Surely intelligence should play a role in the quality of a man. Would you agree?”

Aces uttered a single word. “Maybe.”

“I’m seventeen years old,” Micaiah said. “I’m not trained to fight. If you wanted, you could take Cathy, Renee, and Shannon from me easily. I’m not a warrior. However, I am smart. That’s where my strength lies. That’s what makes me a man.”

Aces didn’t need to say a word. A murmur drifted through the crowd. Then a few outbursts. They wanted battle. They wanted blood. The men of Glenwood weren’t buying what Micaiah was trying so hard to sell them.

Micaiah didn’t take his eyes off Aces. “Don’t misunderstand me. There will be a fight. But I get to choose my weapon.”

“What weapon would you choose?” Aces asked.

Micaiah pointed at Wren. “Her.”

(iii)

I expected a gasp of surprise. Instead I got laughter. From everyone except Aces.

He pinned Micaiah down with his snake eyes. “You’re serious.”

“Fight her,” Micaiah said the words like a flung knife. “You’ll see.”

Wren cracked her knuckles. “Yeah, Aces, let’s dance. You’ll see what kind of woman I am. Not some frightened girly ’strogen wifey looking for a yoke and a husband. But a woman lookin’ to put you on your ass.”

“Not here,” Aces said, “but in the arena.”

I remembered the bleachers around the pool. That must be the arena.

Aces went on. “And we’ll fight for the youngest first. Who wants the little one first?”

The little one. He meant me.

Mr. Beard stepped forward. “I will, Aces. I saw ’em first. I got dibs.”

“Okay, Myer. Tomorrow at noon.”

Wren laughed. “Scared, Aces? You scared of little ol’ me?”

He moved forward and into her face. “You, I’ll fight for. Not your mouthy sister. Nor the ugly one, with the peg leg. Other men will get them. But I’ll get you.”

I glanced to Sharlotte, feeling horrible for what he said. The worthless jackerdan.

Wren didn’t move. She smiled, showing all of her new, regenerated teeth. “You have an extra cigar for me, big boy? I wanna save it and smoke it after I smoke you. While I’m standing over your dead body, I’m gonna light the match off whatever teeth I decide to leave in your idiot mouth.”

Aces fished into his pocket and removed a cheroot. Wren snatched it out of his hand.

“Fast.” Aces nodded. “Good. You’ll be a lot of fun once I get you.”

“Won’t never get me, Aces,” Wren snapped. “Not here on earth and not when you’re burning in hell.”

Our meeting was over. Men shoved us back into the hotel room.

Micaiah and our guards were about to leave when he stopped. “You guys go on. I wanna give my babies a little sugar before bedtime.”

The men grumbled but closed the door.

We were silent for a minute. Then Micaiah spoke quickly. “I am sorry for everything, but it was the only way. Wren, are you okay to fight?”

She rolled her eyes. “Me? Have you met me?”

“Good.” He turned to me and took my hand. “Cavvy, I know this has been impossible for you, but like I said, I did not see another way out of this. Ajita mentioned something about the men fighting for women, and I figured I would gamble on that knowledge. I do have some good news.”

I smiled. “Tell us. And I accept your apology. It threw me at first, but I get what you’re doing. Clever, as always.”

Instead of a blush or shrug at my compliment, he talked quickly and quietly. “They have not seen Pilate or Rachel. I am not certain where they are, but we can only hope they escaped without being spotted by Aces’s men. And the ARK army passed through here, twice, looking for us.”

“How come they didn’t try and take those women?” Wren asked. Then smirked. “Oh yeah, women in Acevedo tanks are prolly not the kind of girls these apes like.”

Micaiah nodded. “Something like that. Aces talked to them, but us showing up here has raised his suspicions. We are lucky it was only us four, and not all six.”

“What’s your plan?” Sharlotte asked.

“I will get us set up here, and then we will find a way to escape.” Micaiah paused. “But now for the bad news.”

I knew what it was immediately.

He touched the pocket of his jeans. “Aces took the chalkdrive. I tried to say it was useless now, wiped clean in the Juniper, but I do not think he believed me.”

“The cure for the Sterility Epidemic,” I whispered. “It’s gone.”

“Not gone,” Micaiah said, “it is just difficult to retrieve.”

The door was thrown open and Micaiah grabbed me, kissed me hard, then sauntered off with the guards. “All right, fellas. What does a guy have to do to get a drink around here?”

The door slammed shut. The lock clicked into place, leaving me and my sisters captives in a prison of men.
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Chapter Fifteen
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You were looking at my butt

Should’ve been looking at my boots

’Cause it’s almost closing—almost two

And my boots will either be under your bed

Or walking away from you

— LeAnna Wright


(i)

THE NEXT DAY, AFTER a breakfast of oatmeal and fresh milk, Wren was taken away. Not sure where, not sure why, only that in a few short hours she’d be fighting to save me from a fate worse than death.

Sharlotte and I waited in silence, her on the bed and me at the window with a view of the greenhouse and the corner of a street. I saw only men, no women.

Lunch was beef ribs and greens—delicious, but both Sharlotte and I had to struggle to eat. Too anxious.

In the late afternoon, smelly, dirty, hairy men led me out of our room. Sharlotte was forced to stay. I saw both fear and sorrow in her eyes, though she was putting up a brave front.

“You gonna be okay?” I asked.

“Buckhorn in my throat, choking me,” Sharlotte said. “But yeah, I’ll be okay. You tell Wren to kick the crapperjack out of these jackerdans.”

I nodded and gave her a smile, but Sharlotte couldn’t manage one.

The men slammed the door shut and pushed me up a set of stairs and out onto a balcony where Aces sat on another throne, this one made from deer and elk antlers. Micaiah stood next to him. The late afternoon might’ve felt warm in the sun, but it was chilly in the shade. Felt like autumn all right.

Micaiah didn’t even look at me when I came up. He chatted with Aces, who had a cheroot on his lips. Didn’t smoke it, only chewed it, like Pilate. “Hey, Michael,” I said, remembering his fake name.

He didn’t even say “hi.” Just kept on talking with Aces. Sure, ’cause I was only a girl, and he was a boy and all that stupidity. I took my place at the front of the balcony, not showing my disgust.

The Glenwood pool was a huge piece of concrete, and in better days, before the Yellowstone Knockout, it had been a favorite place for Coloradoans. The natural hot springs kept the water so hot, back in the day, they’d had to add cold water for people to swim there.

Now, boiling water covered half of the pool, the deep end. The stench of the sulfur and minerals hung in a fog. Neglect blacked and cracked the other half.

The smells and the sight of the boiling water brought back memories of the bus and Fish Springs Wildlife Refuge and what I’d done to Sharlotte. It nauseated me to think back on it, but she was alive.

Men gathered in the bleachers and packed the edges of the pool, making bets and drinking beer. Medics carried a man out of the pool on a stretcher, while the victor swaggered around, blood on his chin.

It was clear they’d been fighting all day, but the main event was my sister. I sensed they wanted to see a woman get hurt. Hateful thing to say, but the city seethed with hate. And fear.

Hate and fear, always such a dance.

Mr. Beard, whose real name was Myer, stood shirtless in the bottom of the pool, grinning and bragging that it would be a quick fight ’cause after all, he was fighting a girl.

Wren stood a few meters away from Myer. Her Green River thrift store clothes still covered her: jeans, tight green shirt, and her cowgirl boots. She’d taken off her leather vest and rolled up sleeves to show her thin, pale arms. She didn’t look like much, but Micaiah had been smart. If anyone could be his weapon, it was Wren. She’d come out of the womb looking for a fight.

Still, when I compared her to the big, bearded gorilla she was facing, I had my doubts. Wren had fought women, never men, never someone as big and testosterone-laden as Myer.

Aces stood up, and the crowd grew quiet.

“I am being very lenient, I know. Many of you disagree with this fight today, but keep in mind: if we are to be the men we want to be, we have to keep an open mind. And so, there will be a battle for the young female on my right. Michael, do you agree to the terms?”

Micaiah answered, “Yes. I have chosen my weapon. She fights for me, and I will agree to give up Cathy if my weapon fails.”

Cathy. I hated his new name for me, but that was just silliness. He could call me whatever he wanted as long as we could get the chalkdrive back and get the heck out of there.

“All right,” Aces called out. “Fight until the victor is clear.”

Wren didn’t hesitate. A half-second after the words left Aces’s mouth, she sped over to Myer, kneed him in the groin, and he dropped to the concrete floor of the pool.

Grimacing, he let out a roar, and Wren drove a fist in his face. Blood splattered the concrete. Did Wren let up? Not a bit. He reached for her, and she danced back. He fell forward onto his hands. She smashed the heel of her boot into his mouth. Teeth clattered across the bottom of the pool.

Myer slumped onto his stomach, knocked cold.

Wren laughed at Aces. “You still think you men are better than me? Why, I bet you think God’s a man. If that’s true, why did that stupid jackerdan put your junk on the outside? Makes you all so vulnerable.”

Micaiah shrugged. “Well, Aces, did I choose my weapon well?”

Aces didn’t respond. He scratched a match on his leg and lit his cheroot, as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

Wren wasn’t done with her taunting. “See, Aces, see? Ain’t about gender, ain’t about muscle, it’s about the fight. And I got the fight in me. More than any of you johnsons.” She slapped her chest. “Now get your ass down here so I can kick it. I ain’t done. I want more. I want more!”

The men hushed. Mouths gaped. I doubt they’d ever seen a fight like what they’d just seen. Over in seconds. With the victor hungry for more.

Ace stood up and breathed out smoke. He flicked his ashes over the edge of the balcony. “Myer was a good man, but he ain’t our best fighter. Not by far. Michael, you’ve earned your Cathy. But now we have the eldest of Michael’s wives. Walter, do you want Shannon?”

I had to think for a minute, then I remembered Shannon was Sharlotte.

A lean man with piercings on his eyebrow, ears, and nose walked forward to the edge of the pool. “No, but I don’t like seeing this skank walking around like she owns the place.” He paused to think. “Tell you what, I’ll fight her, but I get all of Michael’s girls. All three of them.”

“This skinny son-of-a-kutia?” Wren pointed at Walter. “Really? He’s the best?”

Walter ignored her.

All eyes were on Aces. “No, Michael has earned the little one. The pretty one I’m going to fight for. So you get the oldest one. The gimp.”

“Fine,” Walter said.

Aces snapped his fingers, and we waited until Sharlotte was brought out to stand on the balcony with us.

Walter sighed. “Not much to look at, is she?”

Aces smiled. “She’s homely, but at least she has good hips. For babies. Just do her with your eyes closed.”

Sharlotte looked like she’d been struck, but only for a second. Then she found her mask and put it on. This was the Sharlotte I’d grown up with, cold and distant. All of her recent changes seemed to disappear right before my eyes.

You don’t know a person is wearing a mask until they take it off, and I’d watched Sharlotte remove her mask months before in a field of dandelions. That she was putting it back on ’cause of these jackerdans drove me into a fury.

I went for Aces, to put that cigar out in his eye. “She ain’t ugly. My sister ain’t ...”

Micaiah grabbed me, hard, and shook me. “You will show Aces some respect.”

It didn’t hurt ’cause it was for show, but Lord, it stung. ’Cause the men around me thought it was perfectly okay for a man to hurt a woman like that.

“Now, what do you say?” Micaiah asked me.

I felt hot, sweaty, on fire, and then I saw Micaiah’s eyes begging me to play along.

“Sorry,” I muttered. Yeah, sorry my sister Wren is going to kill Aces and every one of his ignorant apes.

Actually, no, not sorry about that at all.

I moved next to Sharlotte and held her hand.

The men below us looked on. I knew they were expecting either Michael or Aces to shake me again. To put me in my place.

Damn them. Damn them all.

Walter slipped down into the pool. “Let’s get this party started.” He peeled off his shirt to reveal more piercings. Where I won’t say. But his skin was a mass of metal and tattoos. He prowled over to Wren.

She grinned. “Now, you ain’t big, but you got a fight in you. Oh, yeah, I can see it.”

Aces dropped his hand. “Fight until the victor is clear.”

Neither Wren nor Walter moved, just stood eyeing each other. They weren’t even circling like boxers. Just stood there. The crowd disappeared into quiet.

Wren smiled. “You were thinking I’d try and get the jump on you. Expected it. And so here we are.”

Walter didn’t speak. Didn’t even look too interested in Wren at all at that moment.

“Quiet one, huh?” Wren took a step forwards. Walter turned a little, but that was it.

Anxiety choked me. Wren had taken down Myer in seconds. With Walter, it felt worse, more dangerous, unbearable. I felt Sharlotte trembling, or it might have been me.

“I like to talk when I fight,” Wren said with a little laugh. “Not you, though, huh?”

Walter shrugged.

The men around the pool muttered. A few called out for the two to fight, but in half-hearted voices. The two were fighting, playing a quiet kind of chicken.

Wren shifted her gaze to Aces. “Your boy don’t talk. Don’t think he fights either. So I’m gonna say I win. Might as ...”

She didn’t finish the sentence.

Walter struck.

He seized Wren by the hair, socking her, but my sister made sure he hit her forehead, protecting her face and her new teeth. Walter stomped her foot and went to pull her into him. If he got a hold of Wren and wrestled her down, she would be in trouble. He outweighed her and was stronger by far. Wren couldn’t let that happen.

She slammed her palm into Walter’s face, then ripped a piercing off his chest. It hurt him enough for Wren to get away.

She moved back, breathing hard.

Walter charged ahead, feinted with his right, then punched her with his left. Wren turned her face at the last second, took it on the side of her head, but it dazed her.

I left Sharlotte and rushed to the balcony railing, wanting to yell out for her, but I’d forgotten the name Micaiah had called her. I didn’t want to give the wrong one. Instead I hollered, “Come on! Get him! Get him!”

The men matched my yelling, but they weren’t yelling for Wren; no, they were yelling for Walter.

Blood covered his chest—either from his nose or from his ripped-out piercing.

Wren’s face was bright red and bound to bruise up like storm clouds. She stood, eyes wide, sweating, trying to catch her breath.

Walter moved in, Wren went to hit him, but it was a trap. He struck her, again and again, but she blocked most of the blows. However, in the assault, he had backed her up to the edge of the pool, opposite from where I stood on the balcony.

She couldn’t get away. He grabbed her wrist, spun her, and then wrenched her right arm up her back, and pushed her up against the wall. With her shoulder straining near to snapping, she growled.

Then she yelped as he yanked on her arm.

“Surrender, kutia,” he barked. “I gotcha. All your lip and talk was for nothing. Nothing.”

But he didn’t know my sister. Any sane person would give up to save their shoulder, but not Wren. Never Wren.

She’d kill herself to kill him.

Screaming, she jumped and sank her feet into the wall and pushed them both back onto the concrete and went over the top of him. Such a move must’ve snapped her shoulder out of its socket; her right arm hung limp.

Walter didn’t stop. He brutalized her face with his fists, kicked her legs out from under her, and when she went down, he went for her.

She rolled away to the edge of the boiling water and stood up.

He marched forward. She had no place to run. She edged back into the scalding-hot water, shrieking as it burned her. She snarled at him, “Come and get me, Mr. Tough-Guy. The water is fine. Just fine.”

Walter walked to the water and waited as Wren huffed against the pain. Her right arm was useless, her shoulder ruined. Her legs blistered as they cooked.

Walter’s eyes remained mild. Even as blood dripped down his chest.

Aces let out a breath. “She’s not right.”

“Get out of there,” I yelled at Wren. Yeah, maybe she could heal the burns, but the pain would sap her strength. Might even send her into shock. And her right arm, already so tortured. How much torment could she stand?

Walter smiled a self-satisfied smirk ’cause he knew he’d won.

“Not right at all,” Aces whispered.

“Which makes her the perfect weapon,” Micaiah answered.

That was Wren, my sister, the perfect weapon ’cause of her pain. All her life Wren had been standing in boiling water. Which is why she fought and hated and scrapped and cussed. ’Cause she was like Micaiah—for whatever reason, she hadn’t had a childhood. She’d only had pain.

I remembered again how she’d cut off all of her hair instead of letting Sharlotte brush it—cut if off with a Betty knife, down to her bleeding scalp.

’Cause at least physical pain made sense. It was something she could understand. But emotional pain? How do you heal a wound you can’t see?

Wouldn’t matter in a minute.

Walter had her.

“Okay, tough guy,” Wren said as she sucked in breath. “You can’t stomach a little hot water, well, I’ll come to you then.” Wren moved through the water toward him, cradling her right arm, until she could run.

She sprinted, coming closer.

He went low, waiting. He had every advantage.

At the last minute, Wren’s right arm came up. She’d been playing ’possum. She leapt into the air, spun, and right-crossed him in the center of his nose. All of her pain, all of her fear, all of her shakti was focused in that punch. It was perfect.

The punch spun him around, his eyes rolled back, but Wren wasn’t done. No. For her, things were just getting good.

In a flurry, she drove her fists, again and again, into his breadbasket. She was going for his diaphragm, and she hit it.

He went to his knees, breath gone. Hard to fight when you can’t breathe. Like with Myer, Wren slammed her boot heel into his face, except between his eyes.

He fell onto his back. He rolled over, trying to get up. Wren straddled him, took a fistful of hair, and commenced to smash his face into the concrete, over and over and over.

Men jumped down and tried to pull her off. The first two to reach her went down. Then the next bunch as well. Aces was on his feet, shouting something, but I couldn’t hear. The place roared with rage and terror. Their best had gone down under the boots of a woman warrior.

Micaiah had lost his grin; he was himself again, and worry painted his face. Would they kill Wren? What would happen to us if they did?

Aces finally pulled a Smith and Wesson .357 Magnum out of his holster and fired into the air. Still my sister fought on, throwing men, kicking them, bashing in their noses, over and over as they came, until their sheer numbers overwhelmed her.

Aces finally had to fire into the pool. The whine of the ricochet scattered the men.

Wren stood up, blood masking her face. I couldn’t imagine what her burned legs looked like, the pus and blisters. Or what shape her right shoulder was in.

She pointed at Aces. “You ready for our dance, lover?”

She was surrounded by Aces’s men, and if they hit her all at once, she’d be taken down and killed.

Finally, my sister had found a fight she had no chance of ever winning. And she loved it, but at the same time, at that moment, I saw her insanity and hurt. You don’t fight like that unless your soul is wounded, maybe beyond repair.

“No!” I screamed. I went to say more, but Micaiah pulled me back. Sharlotte stood frozen, her face washed in pain.

“Aces!” Micaiah shouted. “And you men down there! All of you! My champion has defeated two of your men. I’ve earned two of my wives. If you continue to force my weapon to fight, she might break. Enough for today. Enough!”

Aces turned. “You’re right, Michael. You’ve earned Cathy and Shannon.” He turned to the men. “In two weeks, we’ll have more fighting, but for now, Michael has earned his place among us, not with raw strength, but with his cunning.”

One of the men muttered up at Aces. “This is bullcrap, Aces. He didn’t fight. What would stop us from doing the same thing?”

Wren answered. “You find another skank who can fight like me, you can use her. Or if you can come up with a plan like my Michael up there, well, I’m sure Aces would be more than happy to let you do most anything. But you, you look like a stupid son of a kutia, so you best stick with your fists.”

Aces couldn’t let her have the last word. “All of you, what Michael has done today is prove a man is more than his physical skills in battle. If you haven’t read your Machiavelli or Sun Tzu’s Art of War, we have copies in the library. That’s all for today. See you in two weeks.”

He turned to Micaiah. “You’ve earned your place among us, for now. But you’ll have to fight eventually. You know that, right?”

“Teach me,” Micaiah said, “and in return I’ll help you with your technology. I studied engineering before I left the World for the Juniper.”

Aces curled up a smile around the cheroot drizzling smoke up his face. He stuck out a tattooed hand. “Deal, son. But in two weeks, I’m going to fight for Renee, and I’ll win. I’ve not lost a fight yet.”

“You won’t win,” I said before I realized that in his backward, stupid place, women were to be seen and not heard. “You’ll die.”

Aces settled his stare onto Micaiah. “Your women will have to learn their place.” Then he looked at me. “If I die, she’ll die, and then Michael will go down in a fight, and you’ll be another man’s wife. So you should hope I win. And win decisively.”

So we had two weeks. Two weeks to get the chalkdrive and get out of there. But fall’s chill was already in the air. In two weeks, we might be up to our necks in snow.

Again, I checked my watch. September 1st was a lie. The second hand ticked away our time.

And where were Pilate and Rachel?

(ii)

We weren’t given a house. Those were reserved for the elite of Glenwood Springs. And we weren’t part of the military, so we didn’t stay at the Colorado Hotel, which acted as the town’s barracks. Our home became a space in a strip mall on Sixth Avenue. The sign had been stripped, so I wasn’t sure what it had been before the Yellowstone Knockout. Industrial carpet sat on bare concrete. Instead of ceiling tiles, plywood had been nailed above us, which made every sound echo. The spare furnishings didn’t help—a few folding chairs, a folding table, and one big king bed, which sickened me, what the men thought of us and Michael.

Wren was going to spend the night in the infirmary, so they could take care of her wounds, though those would heal quickly, too quickly.

Another reason for us to get the hell out of there. If they sniffed out what Wren had become, how long would it be before they went searching for the reward money from the ARK? Or what if they figured out Micaiah had cheated ’cause his weapon wasn’t quite human? Either way, it wouldn’t go well.

Sharlotte sat on the bed and put her face in her hands. I could almost see the buckhorn tearing at her insides.

Micaiah checked the blinds then turned them down.

He drew me aside, his hand in mine. “I apologize for seizing you with such force, and I am very sorry for the way I must treat you in this place. Please, forgive me.”

I could only nod. “Yeah, I understand how things have to be, but go easy does it, okay?”

“I will.” His promise fell flat from his lips. His eyes were clear, no tears. Since he’d only been giving himself half his normal dose, the change was coming on fast. The blankness would take him over, and the boy I loved would be gone.

Who would he be without feelings? What was he capable of?

I hardly slept a wink that long night. Sleep becomes impossible when worry has you by the throat.
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Chapter Sixteen
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Jesus got tired of my sins and left for Rome

His six-pack promises and hotel-table talk gone

I’m Phoenix-lonely and Tulsa-alone

Can’t try again ’cause my heart’s done

Whiskey might be the devil, but I found angels in beer

Nights too short for sleeping—days too long to bear.

— LeAnna Wright


(i)

MICAIAH TOLD US HOW things worked in Glenwood. He could leave our strip mall room any time he wanted. He was a man.

Women were expected to stay behind closed doors where they mothered children, cooked, sewed, and took care of all the domestic stuff. Any woman caught outside would be arrested, and the man’s ability to control them called into question. Which would lead to another fight.

There were a few exceptions. Escorted women could shop for food, and they were encouraged to let their kids play in the sunshine. So it seemed some of the men were viable after all. Or had the children been stolen as well?

Women who went outside their homes had to cover their hair and face and wear dresses that made the New Morality fashions appear downright scandalous. Any exposed skin might draw the eyes of another man. Which would lead to another fight.

The only time women were allowed in public without children was at the evening social hour at the hot springs twice a week.

Through the blinds, I looked out at the morning street. Micaiah had already left early to kiss up to Aces, no doubt. He’d lost most of his emotions, so I knew he wasn’t enjoying anything. No, he was merely following his imperatives—keep us safe, retrieve the chalkdrive, find an escape from the walled city.

We’d been given chits, old playing cards the city used for currency. We could exchange the cards for produce from the greenhouse or meat from the butcher. We used a four of clubs to buy a half-dozen hardboiled eggs. An ace of clubs bought us a sewing kit.

The clubs on the cards reminded me of a poker game a million years ago in Burlington when I was eight years old. In front of the entire town, my family had played a high stakes Texas Hold ’Em tournament on the Fourth of July where Mama and Wren bluffed each other until each had bet everything they ever loved. I’d watched until I broke down crying, and the cards were left on the table, unturned. Mama and Wren gave me a gift that day by not showing what they had. Yet still the memories hurt. And I thought we’d come so far after Wren’s big change and Sharlotte’s re-birth.

But it was like Sharlotte had gone back in time. She spent hours sewing, hemming, sewing some more, working on our new outfits and repairing our old. When she wasn’t doing that, she was cleaning our sparse room.

Finally, I couldn’t handle her activity. “Sharlotte, stop. Our clothes are fine. And the room is spotless. We’re not gonna housework our way out of this.”

She stopped and gave me a look that blew parts of my soul out the back of my body. “I’m keeping busy,” she said sternly.

“No,” I said. “You’re doing what you’ve done your whole life. You’re trying to run away from the world through work. Can we talk about what you’re feeling?”

It made me think of Rachel. I’d encouraged her to talk through her feelings. She was new to her emotions. In some ways, Sharlotte was too.

She glanced away. “It might not look like it, but I’m trying to get to my other side. I can’t talk about it yet.”

I was about to argue that I doubted she could feel better by herself, but then Wren came stumbling through the door after spending the night in the infirmary. She threw her veil and scarf into a pile on the floor. She pulled the dress off over her head and tore out the seams in the process.

Wren stood in the middle of the room in her underwear. In her hand was a plain bottle of brown liquid, whiskey for sure. Storm cloud bruises marked her face as well as her shoulder, where she’d tweaked her joint to get out of Walter’s clutches. Bandages swathed her legs.

She caught my eyes. “Yeah, Cavvy, I got burned bad, but I beat that Walter. I’d have killed that son of a skank if those other jack-ups hadn’t torn me off him.” She raised the bottle. “They gave me this for the pain. And who am I not to follow doctor’s orders?” She swigged from the bottle in greedy, alcoholic gulps.

“Off the wagon,” I whispered. I felt hurt, by her wounds, by her drunkenness; it was so familiar. In some horribly odd way, it was soothing. She was acting like her normal self, which I thought I could predict however unpredictable her drunkenness made her.

“I’m so surprised,” Sharlotte said sarcastically. “Irene Weller drunk? Well, whoever heard of such a thing?”

In every family ever created, there is a script to follow. Years of living together writes us into scenes and gives us parts to play. And there we were, on stage, fulfilling our roles.

Sharlotte picked up the sewing kit and attacked Wren’s ripped clothes with a vengeance. Sure, Wren destroyed things, Sharlotte fixed them, and I watched feeling guilty and ashamed and not knowing why.

Or I’d get between them to make sure everyone got along. Peace at any cost. That was what I had done at the Fourth of July poker game between Mama and Wren. I’d have sold my soul to the Devil for us all to get along.

“Say what you will, Shar,” Wren said, “but it was either this or me murdering everyone in this city ’til they put me down. Goddamn men. Goddamn sexist johnsons, think just ’cause they got a dangle that they’re better than us. Well, it’s goddamn prehistoric thinking. Maybe it’s better that most of the boys are gone in the world. Maybe we should let Aces keep the chalkdrive and let the women rule the world, ’cause if this is how men behave when they get together, this world is far better off without ’em.”

Her rant ended in another long pull from the bottle.

Sharlotte bit off a length of thread and stuck her needle through cloth. “Same old Irene. And you thought you could change.”

“And what about you, Shar?” Wren screeched. “Don’t you want to be someone other than Mama? But there you go, sewing my crap. You gonna ask to wipe me next?”

“Depends on how drunk you get,” Sharlotte said. “I’ve done it before.”

Couldn’t tell if Wren cursed or screamed or both.

The next line in the script called for me to get between them and remind them we had a whole city of men to fight. We shouldn’t be clawing at each other.

But I didn’t. Let them hate on each other. Their ongoing war had nothing to do with me.

Except ... why did I feel such shame?

Wren tapped the bottle against her thigh. “You just sit there and sew, Shar. Like always, I’ll get us out of this. While I hate Aces, I hate that goddamn Tibbs Hoyt even more. I’ll get the chalkdrive back ’cause I want to see that jackerdan Hoyt on video when the world finds out he kept the cure hidden. Ha.”

Wren glanced my way. And it seemed to me she got embarrassed for a minute. “Sorry for cursing. I’m mad, is all. And I didn’t want to drink, not really, but it hurts. My legs, my shoulder, they hurt so much, and I was so mad. I couldn’t turn it down. Maybe I should’ve.”

“It all doesn’t matter,” Sharlotte said as she stabbed the cloth. “None of this matters. The world’s an evil place. It’s a palace of hurt, and the kings of pain and the queens of desperation sit on thrones made of thistle and buckhorn. There is only suffering and the dirty things we do to make it through until we die.”

Such talk wasn’t going to help us, not a bit, but I had no idea how to respond. At least my sisters had stopped trying to cut each other apart with words for a minute.

Sharlotte sewed, Wren drank, and I planned. We were all doing the things we’d always done to ease our fears.

“You have any idea where Aces has the chalkdrive?” I asked Wren.

Wren shook her head. “I would bet he has it in the Colorado Hotel, up in the suite. Along with my Colt Terminators. I betcha if I lost the fight and went off with him, I could get everything. I’d have to sleep with him, but I could get my pistols back. Shoot him, take the chalkdrive, and we escape. I could do it. Amarillo taught me a thing or two about being a party girl.”

Sharlotte sighed but didn’t say anything nasty.

I didn’t want Wren to do such things, not for us, not even to save the world. No, there had to be another way.

“We have some time,” I said. “So let’s set our priorities. First, we have to figure out where the chalkdrive is. I would bet Micaiah is working on that now. Second, we gotta find a way to steal it without Aces knowing. Lastly, we need to figure out how to get through the wall. Us being girls is only going to make it harder. How many men do you think are in this town?”

“Hundreds,” Wren said. She sat down on the floor and looked over at Sharlotte, still sewing. The dress, the veil, the scarf were her only clothes.

“How many women?” Sharlotte asked. “Do we have any idea?”

We all fell quiet. Could be fifty. Could be thousands. With them hidden away, there was no way to know.

I closed my eyes and prayed for a plan. Then I got one. “Tuesdays and Thursdays, the women get to bathe in the mineral springs. Today is Tuesday. Tonight, we should go and see if we can start a rebellion.”

“Good luck with that,” Sharlotte said.

Wren laughed at me.

“I’ll go then,” I said forcefully. “How come you guys always fall apart when things get hard?”

Wren drank more to answer me. Sharlotte kept sewing.

The script inside me wouldn’t shut up, so I played my character. I got between them and held out my hands.

“Can we come together for a minute?” I asked.

To my astonishment, they didn’t fight me. Wren put down her bottle. Sharlotte put down her needle.

They held my hands, one on each side.

I think they expected a prayer, but I didn’t have one. Holding hands, though, seemed to soften our hearts.

“Sorry for what I said, Shar,” Wren whispered.

“Me, too,” Sharlotte said quietly.

Our spirits softened, and I wanted to keep the hope alive. “Not sure how,” I said, “but we’ll get out of this.”

Wren sighed. “Maybe Pilate and Rachel are planning a rescue.”

“They better hurry,” Sharlotte said. “I’ve been thinking, if the ARK planted a spy in Glenwood Springs, things could get a whole lot worse.”

The idea turned my hands sweaty. I hadn’t thought of that. My sisters might’ve noticed my damp palms, but they didn’t pull away.

“I’ll go to the hot springs tonight,” I said. “I’ll do some asking around. We’ll get through this.”

We were changing our script. Yes, Wren drinking again and Sharlotte’s relapse into working hurt, but we’d find our way together.

Our very lives depended on it.

(ii)

That evening, Micaiah escorted me to the west end of the mineral springs. There was a shallow pool there, kept hot, but still comfortable enough to sit in. The arena was west of this pool area. Micaiah bought me a special swimming gown using a nine of diamonds. We had to cover up our bodies completely ’cause the men might see our unmentionables. Which would lead to another fight.

I knew Micaiah was going blank, and so I didn’t pretend to be anything more than his comrade in arms. Other men escorted their women, and we all walked through the night streets together. At intervals, fires burned in barrels, giving light and heat.

I bent close to Micaiah, so no one would hear us talk. “Have you found out where Aces is keeping the chalkdrive?” I asked.

“No.” He guessed my next questions. “And I do not know how we will get over the wall. It is well-guarded. They will not allow us to leave.

“I have been analyzing their thermal engines and pneumatics in order to improve things. There is not much to improve. They have someone here, some kind of brilliant engineer, but I have not met him yet.”

“I’ll ask around,” I murmured.

We walked down some steps and through a gate, complete with a guard. An AK-47 was slung over his back with a flip-clip—two clips of ammunition duct-taped together.

The guard let me through but stopped Micaiah.

“I’ll be okay,” I said to him.

He nodded and gave me a thin smile filled with what felt like the last of his emotions. How would we ever get more of his medication? What would he do without it?

I went down the steps into the pool area. Memories of the fight made me shiver. Poor Wren. Sure, she had to drink. Coming down from the violence would’ve been horrible for her.

Well over a hundred women in long bathing gowns packed the hot pool. They talked on the steps or swished alone through the water. Some sat in chairs, holding babies, others chased after giggling toddlers. If only half of the women were gathered there, we were looking at a potential army of two hundred. Not bad.

I stepped down into the water, and it was hot, soothing, wonderful. The rotten-egg smell of the sulfur, so sharp at first, soon disappeared as I got used to it.

I was a little surprised there were no men around until I spied a guard on top of the red-brick spa building. He also had a machine gun over his shoulder. All of us in our heavy bathing gowns, covered up, wouldn’t be much of a thrill for him. We looked like crows in a mud puddle.

“So you’re new, too,” a voice said. I glanced down to see a young girl, maybe twelve, in a one-piece swimsuit, not a gown. Her dark hair remained uncovered, and she peeked up at me with big, round dark eyes.

“I’m Cathy.” I put out a hand, feeling bad about using my fake name.

She took it. “I’m Marisol.”

“How long have you been here?” I asked.

She told me her story, and as she talked, she’d pause to clear her throat and wipe the tears from her cheeks. She’d been there about six weeks. Glenwood raiders had found her alone in the fields near her home outside of Aspen. She didn’t know what had happened to her parents, brothers, or sisters. They weren’t in Glenwood Springs, though. She was too young to be fought for, which explained why she didn’t have her head covered. An old woman cared for her.

I glanced around at the faces of all the women, and I realized only a couple were elderly, each well over sixty. Around them were girls, nearing puberty: unclaimed property, so to speak. And once the men thought they were ready, they would fight for them, while they were still only scared girls. Stupid. All of it, so stupidly evil. Right then I didn’t want to escape from Glenwood Springs—I wanted to destroy the city. Level it to the ground and grind salt into the soil.

“Is your guardian here?” I asked Marisol.

Marisol nodded and led me to the side, where an old African-American woman sat. She wasn’t in a bathing gown, but a New Morality dress, gray and formless, and her head was uncovered, revealing her steel-gray hair. Laugh-lines and crow’s feet were etched into her face.

A face that I recognized, though I couldn’t grab a name to go with it.

How could I know anyone so far west?

Marisol introduced us. “Cathy, this is Nikola Nichols. She takes care of me.”

The world stopped moving. Of course I knew her face.

Nikola gazed on me with hard, fierce eyes, bright with intelligence. “So, you’re the new Mormon girl everyone is talking about. You and your sisters are married to the genius who thinks he can improve on my design.”

I’d found the master engineer in Glenwood Springs, and she wasn’t man at all. And outside in the world, she was positively famous.

(iii)

Before I knew it, I tumbled into a stutter. “You—you—you’re Nikola Nichols. You worked with Maggie Jankowski. But you disappeared. You were in all the newsfeeds.”

It was true. I didn’t have a picture of her on my wall like I did Maggie Jankowski, who had perfected the Eterna battery and changed the world, but Nikola had been an engineer at GE and part of Maggie’s original team.

“Disappeared?” Nikola said the word sharply. “No. I was researching the EM field in Utah when Aces captured me and brought me here to think for him and his apes. I sincerely hope the irony of this place isn’t lost on you.”

“Not one bit, ma’am.” I sat down next to her on the edge of the pool and leaned in close. If I couldn’t trust Nikola Nichols, imprisoned here against her will for years and years, well, who could I trust?

Still, I knew it’d pay to be careful. “I ain’t Mormon, ma’am. And we’re not married at all, to anyone. We came up with a story so they wouldn’t divide us up. We have to get out of here. And when we do, we’ll take you with us. And you too, Marisol.”

Nikola closed her eyes. “I’ve tried. Believe me. There is no escape from this place. I’m sorry.”

“They said the same thing about the Eterna battery. Such a device was impossible, but what you and Maggie and Martha Espinoza and Marie Chu ...” I listed off the names like some people would list their favorite baseball players. “You all did the impossible. So can we.”

A smile opened Nikola’s eyes. “You really are a fan. Those ladies ... we really did work miracles, didn’t we?”

“Yeah, and we can do it again. Actually, I came down here to start a revolution. How many of these women would join us?”

Nikola shook her head. “Some have been here a decade or more. They have been cowed, as I have been. Aces will kill you if you try anything. Other women who tried to escape have been executed. Publicly.”

“I’d rather die than marry any of these men,” Marisol said. “I’ll join you. And some of the others will, too. There are some of the girls from Grand Junction that Aces grabbed last year.”

“Not enough,” Nikola said.

I got angry. Didn’t mean to, but this was Nikola Nichols, named after Tesla, whom her parents had adored. She needed a good kick in the dress.

“I got help on the outside,” I said. “One is Sino trained, the other strong, fast, and smart. Both might be watching for a chance to come and get us. I recognized you, but you don’t know who I am, do you?”

“I’m sorry, but I have no idea who you are,” Nikola said casually. Her eyes darted up to the guard on the roof. I knew what she was thinking—could knowing something about me get her killed?

She was smart; it could. But I was out of options.

I leaned in close and whispered, “My name ain’t Cathy. I’m Cavatica Weller. My mama was Abigail Weller.”

Marisol gasped at my name. Even Nikola’s eyes lit up in surprise.

“You know what we Wellers are best at?”

“What?” Nikola asked.

“Doing the impossible. We brought three thousand head of cattle west all the way to Wendover. We got captured by bad women there, but we got away. And now we’re heading east with the fate of the world in our hands. You wanna know more?”

Both Marisol and Nikola bent closer. I had their full attention now.

“Tell us,” Nikola said before she could stop herself.

“Only if you swear you’ll help me get out of here.”

“Not just get out of here,” Nikola whispered. Her eyes went far away, full of some plan. “We have to burn this place to the ground. We have to kill Aces and his followers so no woman is ever again imprisoned here.”

“So you have thought about it,” I said, with a grin.

Nikola appraised me with those clever dark eyes. “Really, I’ve thought of little else. But instead of telling you, I want to show you what I’ve been working on. I’ll show you and your genius husband tomorrow. Be ready.”

I took her hand in mine, her dark skin, my light skin, our fingers entwined.

“I’ll come,” I said. “And I’ll tell you everything.” I wanted to ask her about possible ARK spies in Glenwood, but I didn’t know where to begin. And I didn’t want anyone to overhear us. I figured I’d ask when we met again.

Instead, I asked, “Ms. Nichols, why would Aces start a city like this? Out in the U.S., a ton of women would be chasing after him. Why fight for ’em here?”

Nikola’s eyes flickered over to some children playing. “Aces isn’t viable. At least he doesn’t have any babies of his own. But even if he weren’t sterile, men like him want power. Real power.”

And for him, real power meant wielding fear and force over the lives of those around him. Even if Aces were living in Washington, DC, even if he spent every dime on a political campaign, not one woman in a thousand would vote for such an animal.

And I bet being sterile galled him as much as it did Dob Howerter, who had decided to take over the Colorado territory’s cattle industry ’cause he too was sterile. It was a common joke.

If Howerter had had a big family, he might not have tried to drive us out of business. My whole life might’ve played out differently. As it was, we owed Dob Howerter millions. We had to pay him back. First, though, we had to make it out of Glenwood Springs alive and with the chalkdrive.

Nikola watched me put the pieces together.

“Yeah,” I muttered. “I see it now. Most of the men are sterile, and they hate it. And the viable ones?”

“Sooner or later,” Nikola said, “someone is going to kill Aces and take over. And if that someone has sons? Suddenly, there’s a kingdom to consider.”

A bell rang. Our time together at the hot springs was over.

But now my heart was full of a blinding hope. With me, Micaiah, and Nikola together, I felt there wasn’t anything we couldn’t do, even bringing down an evil place like Glenwood Springs. Maybe Sharlotte had been right about the thistle thrones of evil men.

But you know what?

Thistles burn.

(iv)

Nikola didn’t call on me the next day, which set me on edge. Micaiah disappeared until evening, but he returned with chits for food. I went through the deck, noting the face cards, which counted for ten, like in blackjack.

Wren had slept most of the day. With her bottle empty, consciousness was too much for her. Sharlotte worked on re-caning an old wicker chair, face closed in concentration on her work. Her mask was firmly in place.

I had to get us out of there. Both would die if I didn’t—Wren in a fight and Sharlotte would eventually run out of projects, and the buckhorn inside her would destroy her heart.

We were getting ready for bed when a knock came on the door. I went to open it, but Micaiah pushed me back and whispered, “No. I have to open it. To use an expression I hear often, I am the man of the house.”

“Won’t be much of anything if you push me again,” I fired back harshly. The sexism of the place was getting to me.

He patted me as if to say sorry, but it wasn’t much of an effort.

Micaiah opened the door and there was Aces, and Nikola. Knew it was Nikola ’cause she wasn’t wearing her veil, though the rest of her was covered in dark material.

Aces stood in biker leathers, Tina Machinegun hanging off one shoulder.

I’d been betrayed.
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Chapter Seventeen
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Vegas idols and Vegas odds

Been throwing cards at Vegas gods.

Diamond aces don’t love me, 

but a queen of hearts will do

Found a dark deuce in my pocket

And it reminded me of you

— Debra Alan Walker


(i)

GUARDS FLANKED ACES, scowling men with guns. If not for the extra men, I might have gone for him—killed him before he killed us. Yeah, Nikola prolly shined me on to get close enough for me to trust her.

Aces ignored me and addressed Micaiah. “You wanted to see our master engineer. Well here she is, Nikola Nichols.”

Micaiah grinned. Oh, he could feign emotion when he wanted. Slippery jackerdan. “A woman. Surprising.”

I kept my tongue still. Damn them all.

“Yes, very surprising,” Nikola said, sighing. “I spoke with Cathy yesterday, and she wanted to see one of my projects. She’s a bright girl and had such nice things to say about you, Michael.”

Those damn fake names. It was hard to keep track of who she was talking about. How did con artists manage it?

Micaiah shrugged. “What can I say? She’s easily impressed. I would like to see more of your work. I’ve found some places for improvements, but not many.”

Aces stepped forward. “Out in the world, Nikola was on the team who designed the Eterna batteries. Switching to thermal pneumatics was hard for her. At first.” He smiled at her, showing even teeth, stained yellow from his cigars.

Nikola smiled back. Oh, how we were all so comfy. I wanted to pull a Wren and scream and cuss.

But I couldn’t.

Instead, I put on my biggest, fakest smile. “I’m such a fan of Nikola and Maggie Jankowski. It really is a miracle of science.”

“Well, let me show you another thing I’m working on,” Nikola said. Our eyes met, but I couldn’t read her, not a bit. Why would she bring Aces to what I thought would be our secret meeting?

I said goodbye to Wren and Sharlotte.

“Have fun,” Sharlotte said, distracted by her weaving.

“Don’t do anything I would do,” Wren’s voice came out in a slur. “Get you killed, that will.”

Ugh, the Weller girls at their best.

Outside, men held torches to light our way. I guess getting sapropel out here would’ve been hard. The torches gave off more smoke than light, making me cough and my eyes water.

The betrayal still stung me, but I had to play the subservient girl, so I didn’t say a word as we walked to a big Conoco gas station surrounded by Cargadors, trucks, trailers, and big rigs. Copper pipes hung overhead suspended from power-lines by metal cables. Hot water for her steam engines and piping for the pneumatics. Nikola motioned to the Conoco. “This is my workshop. Aces has been kind enough to give me everything I need for my work.”

The old Conoco held four bays separated by shelves stacked to the ceiling with machine parts—AIS engine mechanisms, piping, boilers, coils, cogs, pistons. Car parts and big engines hung, organized and catalogued, on wall hooks. Trucks filled two of the bays. The other two sat empty, though not for long.

Nikola grabbed a lever set in the floor next to a nest of gears. When she pulled the lever back, pneumatic pistons sighed and two automatons rose from the sub-basement and into the empty bays. The juggernauts had been welded together from old car parts like salvaged Autobots from those classic Transformer videos.

The Conoco’s high ceiling was tall enough to accommodate the war machines, but just barely. Around six meters tall, the robots were divided into two sections with two windshields, one halfway up the body, at the chest, and another at the very top, at the head. The one on the right had been fashioned from two Porsche Boxsters, while the one on the left had been built from BMW sedans. All the doors, four of them, were still intact, both in the chest and in the head. Greasy arms of gears, pipes, and pistons hung down. And they didn’t end in hands, but gun barrels and rocket launchers. The legs had been cut from the drive shafts, but hinged so they could walk. The feet were heavy hunks of cross-hatched metal.

I circled around them, noting the boilers, the water tanks, and the weapons.

“What do you think of my Stanleys?” Nikola asked me. She didn’t ask Micaiah, no, she asked me. Of course.

I turned and looked into her eyes. This was our secret meeting after all. Of course. There was no other way. She was the most watched woman in Glenwood Springs. She couldn’t talk to me in private, not a chance. We’d have to talk right under the nose of Aces and his goons.

I had to smile. I couldn’t help it. “Stanley Steamers, like those old steam cars that never caught on. Sure.” I climbed halfway up a ladder welded to the side of the vehicle and glanced into the chest cockpit, which turned out to be the driver’s seat. The controls were simple—two central joysticks, pedals to regulate the steam engine, gauges for the steam pressure. Climbing higher, I saw that the top cockpit was for the gunner. Two grips with yellow buttons and red triggers would move the arms and fire the guns.

Micaiah peered in from the other side. “The pistoning is brilliant,” he said, more analytical than excited. “Fully articulated arms and legs for optimal movement. The top section can pivot so the gunner has a full three-hundred-and-sixty degrees of motion.”

“Yeah,” I said, “she used those titanium coils from the AIS 15.0.4. The pressure will be better, and it will take less water, and really, that’s the only reason why these could ever work in the first place. If not for the advances in steam technology since the Yellowstone Knockout, these would’ve been impossible. Still, I’ve never seen anything like them. Have you?”

“No.” Micaiah said simply.

We dropped back down. Nikola pointed at the Porsches, “That’s the Marilyn Monroe.” She motioned to the BMWs, “And that’s the Audrey Hepburn.”

“Who are they?” I asked. “I don’t recognize the names.”

“They were actresses in ancient Hollywood video.” Nikola’s eyes never left my face. “They were mostly forgotten, like so many of us in the Juniper.”

I nodded ‘cause I understood about being a relic from a better age.

Nikola then sighed. “I have a warehouse full of prototypes, but I haven’t perfected the design yet. Most of the engine is figured out, but there’s a problem with the horizontal maneuvering of the arm cannons. And the leg joints rust quickly. Also, the struts aren’t as stable as I would like. The Stanleys are so top heavy.”

Both me and Micaiah jumped on her problems like two dogs on leftover steak. Joints allowed for movement on both the vertical and horizontal plane, and yeah, the knee joints might need lubrication, but not any more than was necessary. And the legs were fine and stable.

Nikola came over to me and touched my arm. “I would appreciate any help you could offer.”

We looked into each other’s eyes. Micaiah had gone quiet.

I knew the deal. I turned from her to rub my chin and frown. “Yeah, I see your issues. I’ll have to ponder the stability problem. What do you think, Michael?”

Ha, I remembered his fake name. I knew there was nothing wrong with Nikola’s Stanleys. They were ready to fight. Load ’em full of ammo and unloose them on the foul men of Glenwood Springs. Nikola had told me her plan while Aces listened, clueless. He stood there, smoking a cheroot, breathing out smoke in devilish clouds.

She’d said she had a warehouse full of the battle machines, more than enough for my righteous war. And like the two in front of me, I had the idea they were equally as ready for battle.

Micaiah frowned, playing it perfectly. “Yes, any structural enhancements we make would exacerbate the weight issue. We do not want to make the Stanleys less maneuverable. You need as much mobility as possible in combat.”

“That is the problem,” Nikola said slowly. “I’ll give you my original blueprints. Maybe we can come to a solution together.”

Micaiah turned on Aces. “Why all the firepower?”

“Soldiers came by a couple of months ago,” Aces said. “I believe they’ll return and in greater numbers. Besides, the women in Grand Junction are getting smarter. If we had a battalion of the Stanleys, we could conquer Grand Junction and spread out all the way to the SLC. That is the duty of men, to build empires on the backs of the vanquished.”

Nikola got quiet. So did Micaiah. I didn’t. I busted open. “That’s idiocy. Do you really think it’s the destiny of humans to kill and rob and hurt those who are weaker? What about Christian charity and gentleness?”

Aces pointed at me with his cigar. If I’d been closer, I’d no doubt he would have burned me with it. “Religion brings peace to the weak, sick, and old. That is powerful, I’ll grant you, but it doesn’t mean much to a man like me. In this world, the strong rule the weak. If you have a problem with that, ask God why He created this world in the first place.” He turned on Micaiah. “Shut your woman up, or I’ll shut her up for you.”

“What about that chalkdrive you wanted me to look at?” Nikola asked out of the blue.

Her question sucked the wind from my lungs. The whole place filled with a bad tension.

Aces turned on her.

He gave her a long look, full of suspicion and mean, so foul and mean I wanted to crawl up into the Marilyn or the Audrey and gun him down.

Nikola, however smart, had made a critical error asking about the chalkdrive in front of us.

(ii)

Micaiah tried to soothe things. “I told him it’s been wiped clean by the Yellowstone EM field. It’s junk. I just like it because it was a gift from my father before he died.”

Nikola pulled an ancient slate out of the pile of junk along with an Eggdrop Eterna battery and a power adapter. It ran an outdated operating system, and I knew it might light up for a second or two, but no way could it really boot. Nikola, however, didn’t say any of that. Instead she asked, “Do you want me to confirm what the kid is saying?”

Aces shrugged. “Might as well.” From around his neck, he brought out the chalkdrive attached to a metal chain.

Micaiah laughed. “What the hell, Aces? It’s a dead chalkdrive, not a lucky charm.”

“I took it from you,” Aces said casually. “I can do whatever I want with it. If it’s dead, well, you shouldn’t care about it. But you do. I find that strange.”

“Think what you want,” Micaiah said dismissively.

Aces handed the chalkdrive to Nikola. She plugged it into the slate, touched the on button, and for a second, the electricity flowed, but it snapped off. “Let me try again,” she said. She grabbed another battery and hooked it up.

The slate glowed, but every thinking person in the room knew it was all just theatrics. The only piece of electronics I’d ever seen work in the Juniper was from an ARK soldier. Micaiah said the ARK had limited shielding. But how limited? Could the ARK bring electricity back to the Juniper? Maybe, but they hadn’t, so of course, that meant they didn’t want to. But why? It would only mean more money in Tibbs Hoyt’s pocket.

Nikola shrugged. “It’s like what he said. It’s blank, wiped out by the Juniper. The electrons are scrambled at a molecular level. It will never work again.”

She laid it on a little thick, but it sounded good. Fooled Aces. Sure, he might be big, tough, and ruthless, but when it came to electronics and tech, he was stupid. How did that play into his backward theories on social Darwinism?

Aces took the chalkdrive from Nikola, then swiveled on his heel. He held it up like he was going to give it to Micaiah.

I couldn’t believe our luck. I had to stop myself from clapping.

Micaiah batted it away. “You keep it, Aces. My father was a weak man who didn’t understand the world. You do. I want you to have it.”

And there went our chances of a clean getaway. I was going to have an excruciatingly long conversation with that boy.

Aces put the chalkdrive back around his neck. “Thanks, Michael. This piece of metal reminds me that the world put all of its faith in science and technology but forgot about soul and muscle. Like in the Sino, once the brass saw their drones and computers couldn’t win the war, they sent in men to do the killing. Men. Soul and muscle.” He gave Micaiah a long look. “You have soul. We’ll work on your muscle. At some point, you will have to fight for your women yourself.”

Micaiah smiled. “I look forward to that day.”

Nikola sighed at the stupidity. She returned the slate to the shelf. “Anything else for me?” she asked.

Aces shook his head. “Nope, but get those Stanleys working. ASAP.” He said it as a word, like he was former military. I glanced down. On the back of each hand was a sword embedded in a red arrowhead. Chinese characters bordered the faded crimson ink. I knew enough of Mandarin writing to recognize them as numbers. His right hand went up to sixty-six, but all were crossed out. The characters on his left hand were also crossed out, except one, at the very tip of the arrow. A hundred and six. What did that mean?

Holy God. He was Delta Force and had fought in the Sino. He’d managed to get home alive, only to be shoved out into the Juniper like June Mai Angel.

He caught me looking and gave me a hard stare. “I have a feeling we’re going to have to defend our city sooner rather than later. Wouldn’t you agree, Cathy?” He said my fake name hard, like he thought it was a lie. Most likely, someone had finally realized there was only one woman who could fight like my sister. And her name wasn’t Renee.

A man shouted from outside, “Aces, we have new people at the gate. A man and his wife. They want in.”

Aces nodded at Micaiah. “I must go. I’ll have an escort take you back to your homes.”

Sure he would. ’Cause he couldn’t trust Nikola or me. And though Micaiah was doing his best to string him along, I had the definite impression we had run out of time. Aces had put two and two together. We were the Wellers, the ARK was looking for us, and a chalkdrive lay at the heart of their search.

Outside the Conoco, two groups of men met us. One led Nikola off. I gave her a nod, and she gave me one back. Tomorrow night, we’d meet at the hot pool and plan our escape.

The other group led me and Micaiah back to our strip-mall room. Sharlotte slept on the king bed while Wren was crashed out on the wicker chair Sharlotte had finished re-caning. The cigar Wren had taken from Aces peeked out of the breast pocket of her shirt. I wondered if she’d ever get to smoke it in victory.

I immediately latched onto Micaiah, pulling him close, “Why didn’t you take the chalkdrive from Aces?”

My boy regarded me coolly. “If I had taken it right then, it would have made Aces even more suspicious. What I did was the only logical course of action.”

I eased back away from him. “Fine. But I think Aces has figured out who we really are, which means we’re in trouble deep.”

The boy nodded but kept quiet.

“Well?” I prompted.

“We do not know anything for sure. We cannot formulate a plan of action until we do.”

I closed my eyes. I missed my boyfriend, missed him awful. “Okay, what about the man and the woman at the gate? Do you think it’s Pilate and Rachel?”

“Could be, but we do not have enough information to extrapolate even the most rudimentary of theories.” Pretty words, but again, not much of an answer.

“Okay, strike two. So let me throw you a curve ball. You said the ARK had perfected shielding, which is how I could use the slate at the Silver Island Casino. How come Tibbs Hoyt is keeping that a secret?”

He looked at me with nothing, no heart, no soul, behind his eyes. He said in a low voice, way too carefully, “I do not know.”

Only he did. I knew he did.

Before I could move or say a thing, he drew close and slowly took the bracelet off my wrist.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Before, when you ended our relationship, you threw this at me. It was a symbolic gesture, but until I can be myself again, I want to keep the bracelet. The things I have done here, how I have treated you, I do not deserve the honor of you wearing such a symbol.” He didn’t look me in the eye while he talked.

“Do you think we’ll ever find more of your serum?” I asked.

“Unlikely,” he said mechanically. “I am blank again. But I know what I have to do to keep you and your family alive and safe.”

“What’s that?”

He didn’t answer.

It was the last conversation we would have for a long, long time.

(iii)

We were asleep; Sharlotte and Wren were on the bed, me and Micaiah lay on the floor, as far apart as we could get from one another.

Before dawn, men broke into our strip mall stall. Micaiah was shouting, Wren was throwing punches, but she was quickly overpowered.

In the cold morning darkness, my sisters and I were taken out into the streets, handcuffed, blindfolded, and marched across town.

A door clicked open then slammed shut behind us. Our footsteps fell on concrete.

Through another door.

Then dank stairs, going down, down, down. Just when I thought they were taking us down to the very pits of hell, we stopped.

Big, rough fingers removed my handcuffs. The hands took my Moto-Moto watch as well.

Not a second later, they threw us into a bare cement room. The door locked into place, and we were left in darkness.

Micaiah wasn’t with us.

“Those goddamn jackerdans. Those jacked-up assjacks.” Wren’s tirade went on and on. Sharlotte remained silent.

I took off the blindfold, but it was pitch black—so dark my eyes hurt straining to see. Feeling along the wall, I finally found the door and felt for the lock, thinking maybe I could figure out how to pick it. My fingers went over the welds of a metal door, completely sealed shut. No lock to pick.

Everything else, and I mean everything else, was concrete.

We weren’t going anywhere.
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Chapter Eighteen
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Vegas sins and Vegas odds

Been gambling my heart on Vegas gods

Jack of clubs beat me, but the king came through

Found a dark deuce in my pocket

And it reminded me of you

— Debra Alan Walker


(i)

OUR BODIES HAVE RHYTHMS, which are set by sunshine and darkness, when we sleep and when we eat. In that basement hole, time stopped, and the dancing in our bodies stopped and fell lifeless to the floor. No more rhythms.

Wren spent a few days pacing, cursing, slamming around in that concrete prison. I say days, but you couldn’t call them days. Since they took my watch, there weren’t days for us. No nights either. Just the tick of the minutes crawling by. Micaiah didn’t visit, nor did Nikola. Heck, I’d have been glad to see Marisol, but no one came. We were fed once a day, maybe oatmeal, maybe a few pieces of meat or withered carrots and mealy apples. Leftovers. Like we were dogs.

And we fell on the food like dogs. Along with the food we were given a plastic five-liter jug of water, which we had to share. Also a twenty-liter bucket. Which was sometimes emptied, sometimes not.

I tried to get a plan together with Wren to bust out, to overwhelm the guards. At first she was game, during her lion-pacing phase, but then she sat down and never moved and never answered when I talked to her. I wanted to shake her, but I’d have to crawl through darkness to get to her. My eyes only showed a horrible, inky, velvety midnight.

After a week, maybe, two—couldn’t tell, couldn’t tell anything—I took to a wall and stayed there, and I finally figured out what Wren was doing. She was hibernating. She was going away from herself, from the pit we were in, stinking, cold, and hard, where sleep and waking mixed together in a soup of time and misery.

No one told us why we’d been imprisoned, but I knew: Aces had figured out who we were, and he was keeping us under lock and key. For what purpose? I didn’t even have a bad guess about that. My sisters seemed too broken up to discuss it, so that left me to try and figure it all out with no evidence to back up any of my theories. No way to extrapolate even the most rudimentary of theories, or that’s what Micaiah would’ve said. If he’d been there.

Still I tried. Nikola asking about the chalkdrive in front of us. The way Aces had said my fake name, Cathy. Two people, a man and a woman, showing up at the gate.

I’d not had a chance to ask Nikola about spies. Maybe the spies in Glenwood Springs had finally come forward. Which meant the ARK would be coming and coming strong.

My thoughts went around and around until I longed for a switch to turn the dang things off. Somehow, I found one. It involved sleeping, being hungry, and hating the stink and the darkness.

I went away. Missed my birthday, October 7. My seventeenth birthday. Happy birthday to me. But not really, ’cause it wasn’t happy, and I wasn’t around to celebrate. Wasn’t on the planet.

I found the abyss and let it take me away. Nothing in the pit except for the pit.

(ii)

Sharlotte brought me back.

She spoke and woke me up. Didn’t know about Wren. Maybe Wren had died. Being caged would murder her and prolly nothing else.

“Remember Bill Wayne? Hey, Cavvy, remember Bill?”

I had to flicker my eyes open and closed to try and get my mind going again. Not that I really wanted to. “What?”

“Bill Wayne. The Wayne family were townies. Reverend Wayne? He was a preacher for Baptists or Methodists or one of them protestant religions. He had a wife and two kids, Bill and Jolie. Irish twins, born about a year apart. And both real pretty, blond hair and green eyes. They were in my grade, so I guess you might not have known them, since I’m so much older than you.”

“Only eight years is all, Shar,” I whispered. “Now that you mention it, I think I do remember Reverend Wayne. He left town, though, right?”

“Right. Took Bill and Jolie away. They were my best friends. Mama didn’t like it ’cause they weren’t Catholic, but she allowed it. We got on so well. I think she hoped me and Bill would somehow get together, but we were just kids. And Bill wasn’t viable. That didn’t matter to me, though.”

I had no idea why Sharlotte was bringing up ancient history, but I wasn’t going to stop her from talking. Not a bit. You get a person talking, and you get them healing, and Sharlotte needed a lot of healing.

“No, didn’t matter if he was viable,” I agreed. “You were middle school age, right?” It was hard for me to think of Sharlotte as a girl ’cause she seemed to have been born forty years old and as serious as a spinster. Or that had been her mask at least.

I couldn’t see her, but I knew she’d taken off that mask. She’d said she needed time to find the other side of her troubles. Well, we’d had all the time we could ever want in that pit.

“No, in high school.” Sharlotte said. “I’d ride into town and sleep over with Jolie. Crete’s sister Pearl Jane would come, too.”

She half-tripped over Crete’s name. Her even saying that name brought me tremors. Crete. Eventually we were going to have to talk about Crete, the girl who’d been killed trying to rescue us from the Wendover Police Station.

“Did you ever meet Pearl Jane?” Sharlotte asked.

“Maybe,” I said. “But she got sent back to the World, didn’t she? Got married to some sterile guy in Topeka, I think. Like all the Macabys.”

Not all. Not Crete.

“Yeah, but before she left, she, Jolie, and me, we’d have sleepovers and we’d talk and dream about boys, and I would tell Jolie I liked her brother. That I dreamed about kissing him. She’d get all grossed out. It was funny. Just girls. Just silliness. Just silly talk about kissing.”

I knew why Sharlotte was talking about Bill and Jolie Wayne. Micaiah’s kiss had sparked the memory. Back on the cattle drive to Wendover, Micaiah had gotten under her skin, even held her hand, and then suddenly he’s kissing her. Such a thing would’ve hurt her.

And remembering Pearl Jane Macaby, Crete’s sister, that was bound to sting as well.

I couldn’t ask her about Crete or Micaiah’s kiss directly, so I skirted the edges. “You ever kiss Bill Wayne?” I asked.

“No, but I kissed Jolie.” I could hear the shy grin in her voice, even in the darkness. “And Pearl Jane as well.”

As for me, I had to stop myself from gasping. My sister? Gillian? No, it was just youthful experimentation. That’s what the experts would’ve said, and I had some stories like that myself. With no boys around, and hormones running wild, well, it made sense. My belief in the New Morality kept me from doing most things, though. Prolly like Sharlotte.

Sharlotte got frustrated. “Well, dammit, Cavvy, say something. It’s not that big of a deal. We were just teenagers being stupid. And who else was I going to kiss? Bill Wayne had every good-looking girl following after him like puppy dogs. If Wren had been older, she would’ve given him a go, you can bet your ass on it.”

“I did give him a go,” Wren said in the darkness. “He said I was too young. So I punched him in the face.”

We all had a little chuckle. But I wanted Wren to shut up and stay gone ’cause Sharlotte had to talk her way out of her darkness, and I didn’t think she’d do it in front of Wren. I wouldn’t have.

But Sharlotte, my big sister Shar, she was tough and deep and stronger than me. Far stronger than I could ever hope to be.

“Micaiah was the first boy to ever kiss me,” Sharlotte whispered. “And he kissed me like he meant it. Remember how he was all nice to me when we first took him in? Remember? I’d wanted to kiss him back then, even though it never felt right with him. But then he kisses me like that, oh, it hurts. To think, that might be my last kiss ever, and it was a lie.”

She started weeping. I crawled on all fours across the smooth concrete and found her and held her. I felt like such a rat, that I got the boy in the end. But what did I get? I got an artificial boy with a broken brain, who needed medication to feel, who could lie and cheat and steal and not care ’cause you needed a soul to care, and I wasn’t sure he had one. Not when he was off his meds.

I didn’t say that. I just held her.

It was Wren who spoke. “Hey Shar, kisses don’t mean much. I kissed plenty of people in my time. In Amarillo, rich women would pay to kiss me. And do more. I’d have to pretend to like it, but I didn’t. I hated it, and I hated them, and I’d rage and rage, like you know I can. It’s a sad world, and kisses should be sweet, but most aren’t.”

We listened to her talk. Sharlotte grew still next to me.

Wren laughed. “But I must say, Micaiah is a good kisser. One of the best, but not the best. I fell in love with a woman, and her kisses were like magic. Then I had a boy for a while, in the circus. Dutch Malhotra. He was beautiful and untrue and a snake in boots. Old Dutch would steal your money then stick around to help you look for it. He was no good, like me, but Jesus help me, that man could kiss. So look on the bright side: your first kiss with a boy, and maybe your last kiss ever, was a doozy. Would it be better if it had sucked?”

Sharlotte surprised me by laughing. “Yeah, Irene, it would’ve. You know it would’ve.”

“Well,” I said, “I’ve been kissed by Micaiah a lot, and he ain’t all that. And he’s not who he was. He’s gone blank.”

“That’s our luck,” Wren said. “Us Wellers get broken things that only work half the time. It’s what happens when you grow up with a salvage monkey for a mama. It’s our lot to be stuck with leftovers.”

“It’s a good lot,” Sharlotte said. And again, she left me dumbfounded.

“A good one, Shar?” I asked.

“Yeah. I might be ugly and one-legged, and no man in this camp would have me, but we got a good deal.”

“You ain’t ugly,” I protested.

“But you are one-legged,” Wren added, “and be glad none of those apes want you.”

“Now, let me finish!” Sharlotte said loudly, but not meanly. Somehow, she had worked herself out of her damage. But then my family was always so very contrary. Give us money and roses, and we’d complain for days and bloody each other out of boredom, if nothing else.

But give us a prison cell and no hope, and we’d come together and talk and laugh. Wellers, contrary, to the very end.

“Things look bleak,” Sharlotte continued, “but what we have? It’s good. We’re alive. Not like Crete.”

I finally asked, “Are you going to tell us about Crete?” My heart felt peppered and pounded.

Sharlotte fell into sobs. She breathed through them to speak. “Crete wanted to come save you, Cavvy. I said no, but she insisted. I gave in. I swore I’d kept her safe. Mama had kept us safe through gunfights, and I thought I could be like her. Like Wren said, I was always so much like Mama. But I failed her. Crete’s dead. She was so young, and now she’s dead. ’Cause of me.”

My own tears streaked down my face. I tried to talk but couldn’t.

Wren could. And she said an amazing thing. “Mama did a good job of keeping us safe. She was incredible in a lot of ways. Not much of a mother, but we have to give her some credit. Thing is, Shar, she got lucky. A lot of fighting is stupid luck. Crete died ’cause it was her time. The end. No one is at fault. She knew the risks.”

“I was mean to her,” I said. Finally speaking that awful truth out loud felt so good.

Wren laughed. “Of course you were. We all were. Come on, she was a Macaby. Not a lot of sense in that family.”

“If she’s in heaven, do you think she forgives me?” Sharlotte asked.

“Hell, yes,” Wren said. And laughed again. “I mean, just plain yes. We’ve all done the best we could. And you know what? Our best is pretty jackin’ awesome.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. Forgive me, Crete.

“Thank you, Wren. And thank you, Crete, wherever you are.” Sharlotte inhaled deeply. “You know, our best is pretty good. And Wren, I know you’re trying to change. What I said before was cruel. I know you’ll get back to being sober, and we’ll get out of this. Like Pilate says, we’re gonna live in faith, not fear. Can’t feel the two at the same time, and faith is so much easier. We’re gonna get out of here, we’ll get the reward money from Micaiah, and we won’t just save our ranch, but we’re gonna save the world. Think about that. It was our family, us Weller girls, who saved the world. And Crete? She helped with that.”

“Welcome back, Sharlotte Jeanne,” Wren said. “It’s good to have you back, saying sweet things. And you didn’t even curse me for talking about Mama.”

“Like you said, Mama did the best she could,” Sharlotte said. “I’m seeing that now. In the end, she salvaged everything, or tried to. She gave us the leftovers of her love, after all her working and worrying and ranching. Her love for us was broken, only worked half the time, but what she did give us was good.”

“Not with me,” Wren said. “Her love for me never worked. Not from the start.” She drew a breath and let it out.

“What happened between you and her?” I asked.

“Ancient history, Cavvy,” Wren said and changed the subject. “You brought us back to life, Sharlotte. You were a voice in the silence. It’s like when Pilate said Mass in Green River.”

Sharlotte finally laughed. “So Wren, did you insist on church for me or for you?”

“For both of us,” Wren said. “I knew we needed it then. Like we needed you talking now. You’re something, Sharlotte. I never really saw it, growing up like we did. But you were given a rotten job trying to raise me. Talk about thankless. So, since we’re handing out thank yous, here’s one for you. Thank you, Sharlotte, for being there for me. And I apologize for being so much trouble.” Her voice caught.

Never in my life did I ever think Wren would say all that.

“I accept your apology and your thank you, Wren.” Sharlotte didn’t call her Irene, but her nickname. And there in the darkness, the universe shifted under our feet. “Sometimes I feel sad I didn’t do better with you. I wish I’d had more patience, but I was so young. You said you’re sorry, and I’ll say mine. If I could take back all the times I hit you—”

“Forgiven,” Wren said quickly. “And I like you calling me Irene. It feels right. Like church felt right. You’ll always be my big sister, and I’ll always be your Irene.”

Such kindness in such an abyss, and such healing after so many years of torment. There were more tears, but every one added to my smile. We were ripping apart our family script.

The silence was gone, and God joined us as we chatted and came alive again. And it was Sharlotte who brought about our resurrection, my sister Sharlotte, the voice in the silence, the light in the darkness, the strongest of us all.

(iii)

Men with torches came for Wren.

At some point after our healing talk, not sure when, not sure the time of the day, but the door opened, and men filed in—a dozen or so—and took Wren out, blinking in the torchlight and on trembling legs. They then slammed the door shut, blocking out the flickering torchlight.

Was it time for her to fight Aces? Was it another battle for us? There was no way to know.

“What’s gonna happen to us, Shar?” I asked in a weak voice.

“God will provide,” she whispered back. “Faith. Not fear.”

But I couldn’t feel faith. I felt damned in the darkness with nothing to hold onto except my big sister’s hand.

(iv)

Hours later—or days, hard to tell—more big, stinking men, came for me and Sharlotte. They took us out of the basement and marched us up a staircase, up floor after floor, up and up and up—the return trip of our imprisonment—until they pushed us through a door and into a hallway. Carpet covered the floor. Numbered doors went by. We’d been in the Colorado Hotel the entire time, in a dungeon under Ace’s throne room.

After sitting in the dark all that time, even the little light in the hallway from the outside windows made my eyes ache, and I had to squint to see.

“What are you going to do with us?” Sharlotte asked. She was back in charge, and I could be a teenager again, just barely seventeen, not a leader but a scared girl, young and uncertain.

But not Sharlotte. She was proud, tall, and strong. She’d found the other side of her pain, and I was glad to be next to her. I held her hand, she held mine, and we were both sisters and best friends.

The men didn’t answer any of Sharlotte’s questions.

They stopped us outside of a room. I felt how full of lust and hate they were. My mouth went dry, and I shrank next to Sharlotte, who only seemed to grow stronger.

“Did our sister lose the fight with Aces?” Sharlotte asked in an even voice.

One of the men sneered. “Not yet, Miss Weller.”

My skin went cold. They knew.

The man continued talking. “Aces is fighting for all you Wellers. He beats Wren, and you all become his wives. So get in there. Get clean and pretty. Aces will want you smelling nice later on tonight. He’ll win. Ain’t no skanky-ass kutia going to walk away from Aces. Your sister don’t know it, but he spent ten years in the Delta Force, killing in the Sino. What’s one more skank to him? Nothin’. But he won’t kill your sister. No, he’ll let her live, and she’ll become another one of his many brides. Part of me feels sorry for y’all. Aces is one perverted son of a bitch.”

Every word got meaner and uglier until that last word, a word no one used anymore.

They shoved me and Sharlotte into the room, slammed the door, and locked it. Peering through the peephole, I saw them standing at attention, assault rifles ready.

I came apart. “They know who we are. They’re breaking their own rules ’cause Wren already fought for us and won. You and I belong to Micaiah, so this isn’t fair.”

Sharlotte shrugged, and then a slow grin spread across her face. “All that might be true, but I have a bigger problem. I wasn’t going to say anything, but you really are a little smelly.”

She had a good, sarcastic smirk on her face. Smelly or not, I hugged her. But I had a new batch of fears to throw on the pile. What if Wren lost? How could I survive what Aces would do to me?

Sharlotte sensed my terror. “Now, Cavatica Ann Weller, you don’t go there. We both know Irene won’t lose. Her entire life has been leading to this moment, and she really is the best there is. She is going to rip Aces apart. And we’re going to find a way to get to Nikola and the Stanleys. Then we’ll wreak havoc on this city of evil.”

“Burn his thistle throne to the ground,” I whispered.

“And we don’t want to do that smelling to high heaven. So get clean, get ready, and let’s go out there like we’re Abigail Weller’s daughters.”

We showered, we braided each other’s hair, and we got ready to do battle, ’cause the fight was coming. They’d left my Moto-Moto watch where I could find it. I was glad to have it back, and I still had Wren’s .45 caliber bullet, which now felt like a lucky charm.

We put on their dresses, which were cut low, to show enough cleavage that made me almost die of embarrassment. I found a little pocket of fabric, a mistake in the seam on my hip, but it was big enough for Wren’s bullet, which was good, real good. I guess the veil and scarf were for after we were claimed. Until then, we’d be paraded around as bare as possible.

We were only pretty trophies of flesh to them.

(iv)

Outside in the evening, snowflakes swirled down through the air—a wet, fall snow. The air wasn’t so cold, but the snowflakes convinced me it should be. Half-dressed, I wrapped my arms around myself. The snowflakes tumbled down onto my skin then onto the ground.

Sharlotte walked steadily on her peg-leg. Her dress covered it, but she had pulled up the hem to show off the table leg I’d carved for her. It was a badge of honor for her now, one more scar she’d carry, and one she’d carry regally.

Sharlotte Weller was back and walking like a Juniper queen.

Torchlight lit the Glenwood pool arena below, and every man in the city seemed to be there. This was the main event. Men had fought all day long for women, but it was merely a prologue to the main story: Micaiah’s weapon versus Aces, a Delta Force soldier who’d killed and killed again overseas in the worst war in the history of humankind on Earth.

There was still no sign of Micaiah. Only grunting, smiling, wicked men, bearded and big. Grizzly bears would’ve been preferable to the thugs who surrounded us. Prolly would’ve smelled better too.

We were taken up to the balcony. Micaiah stood there, leaning against the guardrail. Another of Aces’s men stood there as well, Walter from the previous fight. While Wren’s burns and bruises had healed, Walter still sported the fading marks of the beating he’d taken. It seemed he was second in command.

Micaiah nodded at me. I nodded back.

Around his own wrist was the red and white wire and grass bracelet. Made me sad to see it. Then mad at our whole run of bad luck.

I fisted my hands but didn’t do nothing else ’cause there was someone else on the balcony with us, a stranger. He was tall, dark-skinned, dark-haired, Hindu and something else. He was strikingly handsome, someone you couldn’t look at once, and then never long enough. Gunslinger holsters, strapped low, hugged the hips of his jeans; his fancy leather jacket was replete with metal studs and fringe. In his arms, he held a swatch of deer skin bundled around something.

He caught me staring. “Hello, Cavatica.”

Like everyone else, he knew my real name. I didn’t even try to argue. But how he said it was strange, like he knew all about me.

He greeted my sister. “Hello, Sharlotte.”

My eyes went down to the butts of his pistols, cherrywood grips, Colt Terminators. Just like Wren’s, but not quite. On the wood was a stylized “D.”

A name drifted through my mind, someone Pilate had teased Wren about. Someone my sister had mentioned only recently.

“Dutch Malhotra.” I said his name in a hushed voice.

He smiled, showing straight, gleaming white teeth. “Very nice to finally meet you, Cavatica. Your sister always did say you were the quick one.”

“That’s enough, Dutch,” Walter said. He turned to the crowd. “Are you ready for the main event?”

The crowd of men roared.

“Aces, you fight for the right to own all of the Weller sisters. Is that right?”

Aces nodded. “That is correct.”

“Very well.” Then Walter laid it on thick, playing the announcer. “From Burlington, Colorado, weighing in at, well, a lady wouldn’t want us to know, right? From Burlington, we have Michael Carlsbad’s champion, the most famous gunslinger in the Juniper—and shame on us for not recognizing her right away—give it up for Wren Weller!”

People booed my sister as she came forward, walking with a bottle of whiskey in her hand. She was back in her jeans, cowgirl shirt, and leather vest, all cleaned and patched. Better yet, she was back in her attitude, even with greasy hair, a face thin with hate, and half-drunk besides.

“She’s been drinking.” The words tasted foul in my mouth. Wren held our life in her hands, and she couldn’t stay sober a day. One good thing, Walter referred to Micaiah as Michael, so they still had no clue who he really was. Otherwise, it would’ve all turned out very differently.

“It’ll be okay,” Sharlotte said. “Drunk or sober, Irene won’t lose this one.”

Wren dropped to the bottom of the pool and threw the bottle against the side. “That’s me, Irene Marie Weller, you worthless bunch of monkeys. You can call me Wren. So if I kill Aces, do I get to be leader? Seems only fair to me.”

She glanced up at us, smirking, triumphant.

Then she saw Dutch. Her smirk slid off her face. Her mouth fell open. She took a step back. My sister, retreating.

Dutch threw out a wave. “You get ’em, darling. You beat Aces, you might not get to be leader, but I did make him swear to give you your guns back.” He lifted the deer-skin bundle. With his free hand, he touched his head. “And remember, right between the eyes, baby. Right between the eyes.”

I shoved Dutch out of the way. “Wren, just fight. Don’t think about him or anything. Just fight like you always do.”

Dutch laughed. “She can’t not think about me, darling. Wren’s my pretty baby ... always has been, always will be.”

Yes, he was handsome, but underneath? Like Wren had said, he was a snake in boots.

“What are you doing here anyway?” I asked. “You been hiding out? Did you tell them who we really are?”

Walter answered for him. “No, we finally figured that part out for ourselves, and given your reputation, Aces wasn’t going to chance an escape. As for Dutch, he’s been here before. He brought us news about the army that came through, looking for you. Seems they are on their way back and in a hurry. Well, let them come. We’ll perfect the Stanleys, we’ll protect our city, and once Aces defeats your sister, you will be safe in his care.”

“Safe?” Sharlotte said quietly, “I’d use another word if I were you.”

Walter hadn’t mentioned the chalkdrive. Good, maybe we got lucky there.

Walter turned and went back to his job as announcer. He shouted across the crowd. “And the challenger? Weighing in at two-hundred and thirty American pounds, our very own Master Sergeant Adam “Aces” McHenry, a decorated veteran with a hundred and six confirmed kills in the great Sino-American War. He’s never lost a fight. He’s killed four men in the arena. He is our leader because he is the very best of men!”

A hundred and six kills, that explained the tattoo on the back of his left hand.

I wanted Wren to yell out something snarky to show she wasn’t afraid, but she stood there, looking up at Dutch with some kind of emotion on her face, not quite fright, not quite adoration, but something in between.

Dutch continued to smile that wretched, come-and-kiss-me grin, which seemed to weaken Wren somehow. If Pilate had been there, he surely would’ve made some quip about Dutch being Wren’s very own smiley piece of Kryptonite.

Aces slid down into the arena. He wasn’t strutting. He moved like a panther in the night. Around his neck was the metal necklace, and on the necklace, the cure for the Sterility Epidemic.

For a minute, both Aces and Wren were lost in the mist from the boiling water of the arena’s pool and the fat snowflakes drifting down.

Walter dropped his hand and said what Aces had said before. “Fight until the victor is clear.”

Aces leapt on my sister and drove a fist into her face. She hit the concrete—first knees, then hands, then head.

The victor seemed clear.
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Chapter Nineteen
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My pretty baby, my pretty baby, oh

She’s going out, but not comin’ back

She’s gone downtown there, to where

They don’t drink whiskey, they drink blood

And they’ll drink a girl down

Like gin, like gin, like Mama’s freezer gin

They’ll drink a girl down

— LeAnna Wright


(i)

“GET UP!” I SCREAMED.

Wren staggered to her feet, but her bell had been rung. She swayed as she took a defensive stance.

In her first fight, Wren had demolished Myer in seconds.

In the second fight, Walter had gone down the hard way, but it had been dramatic and quite a spectacle.

With Aces, there was no showmanship, no entertainment, only the bad business of Aces using his superior reach, his weight, and his strength. This was his office. Wren was only paperwork.

Aces danced nimbly on his feet, relaxed, a hundred and five kilograms of Delta Force meat but as nimble as a ballerina.

After weeks in a hole, barely eating, Wren looked thin and fragile. Sure. Keep her starved and shut in, and then give her a bottle. Aces couldn’t beat her fair and square, so he hit her where she was the most vulnerable—her alcoholism. She was a hope-to-die drunk, thirsty for something this world could never give her.

Wren went for him, and Aces punched her square in the nose. He didn’t follow it up right away, no, but stepped back, battered her some more with his reach and waited for her fury to get the better of her.

Which it did. Which it always would. With a scream, she hurled herself at him. He hit her again, an uppercut that threw her blood across the pool-bottom.

When she tried to kick him, he stepped back and let her miss, then went in and punched her in the jaw. She went down again.

This time she didn’t get up right away.

The fight seemed over. Aces had won us. I felt close to puking.

Walter laughed. He threw his voice over the crowd. “And the clear victor is—”

Sharlotte interrupted. “Calling it a little prematurely, aren’t you, Walt?”

Wren wasn’t down. She was on all fours, waiting, or still dazed ... or something.

“Get up, Wren!” If she didn’t, Aces would kick her. He could easily break her ribs or even her neck, which would kill her.

Aces waited.

“Playing ’possum,” Dutch said. “She can’t take Aces in a head-to-head match. He’s got too much reach on her. So she has to lure him in, then get him.”

Aces kept his fists up and stayed back.

Wren got to her feet, swaying. Had it been a trick? Had she been playing ’possum? I didn’t know. Didn’t look like it to me, but then I remembered how she’d tricked Walter with her hurt shoulder, then used her right fist to bludgeon him to his knees.

Aces went in. Wren blocked punch after punch until she was overwhelmed. Aces feinted with a right, then jabbed her in the stomach with his left, twice, quick. Jab. Jab.

Wren stumbled back. Her eyes widened, showing whites, shook up and scared. My sister was scared.

And I had to watch.

“She can’t grapple with him,” Dutch said, “and she can’t box him. It’ll go either one of two ways. Either she’ll kill herself to kill him. Or she’ll find a way to trick him into letting his guard down.”

Dutch’s whispered commentary unnerved me. Micaiah didn’t say a word, and Sharlotte stood pale but still so tall.

Walter watched with mild eyes, used to the violence, but wanting to see more blood.

I realized there was no plan. I thought Micaiah would’ve come up with some kind of scheme, but it seemed we had all bet on my sister winning, and now her chances looked terrible.

If she’d been sober? If she’d been healthy? If she hadn’t seen Dutch? Maybe she could’ve taken Aces, but I wasn’t sure. He moved and fought with a sinister, calculated cleverness.

Wren was out of breath, bleeding, her nose swollen and broken. I knew she didn’t care about her nose ’cause she could heal it back to normal. Heck, she healed teeth back.

But more than her vanity was on the line.

Aces moved in and threw punches until Wren was backed up against the wall and she had no choice. She howled, like a cougar for her cubs, like a lonely lost thing with more hate than sense. She went low and grabbed his crotch with her right hand and drove her left elbow into his chin. It was a good try, but Aces must not have had any feeling in his lower parts ’cause it didn’t faze him a bit.

He spun her around, grabbed her long hair, and bashed her head into the wall. If he had wanted to kill her, he would’ve continued bashing, but he didn’t.

He wanted her alive, so he could do even more terrible things to her.

He clamped his arm around her throat and squeezed, choking her. Wren clawed at his thick forearm.

I’d be damned if I was going to stand there and watch my sister lose a fight she should’ve won. No one had a plan? Fine. I had one, and it involved a whole bunch of bullets.

I went to snatch one of Dutch’s pistols out of his fancy holster, but he caught my hand. “Oh no, little sister. We won’t be OK-Corralling it today. Not with pistols anyway.”

His eyes dug into mine. Whose side was he on? And what did he mean? Not with pistols ...?

“Is there a problem?” Walter asked. “I’m about to call the fight. It’s over.”

“Wait,” Micaiah said.

I thought he meant that Wren might turn things around, but no, Aces, like a boa constrictor, was squeezing the life out of her.

Micaiah had heard something.

Then I heard it. Distant, but coming closer, a metallic pounding reached our ears, a chuncha, chuncha, chuncha of some kind of machinery moving across the cement.

“Do you hear that, Walter?” Micaiah asked in an even voice.

Walter tipped his head. That noise. Could it be ...?

“Don’t know what it is,” Walter said, thinking hard.

It was getting louder—the tromping of metal feet. The darkness beyond the torchlight only showed snowflakes.

Aces stepped back, his eyes going to the north, to where the sound was pounding. Wren stayed on her knees, her hands to her throat. She wasn’t playing ’possum now.

Louder now, and all the men were looking for the clanking.

“What is that?” Walter asked.

“The end of you, partner,” Dutch said. From the bundle of deer hide, he took Wren’s Betty knife and stuck it into Walter’s back. He clapped his other hand over Walter’s mouth so he couldn’t scream.

The Marilyn Monroe, one of Nikola’s fully functional Stanleys, stomped through the fence on the north side of the pool.

It was time to burn Glenwood Springs to the ground.

It was time to go to war.

(ii)

The Stanley stomped down the slope, through men, stomping and tromping into the pool, where it started to tip and almost fell, but at the last minute, a great metal-mesh foot rose, and it kept on chugging. It marched across the pool toward us. Smoke swirled into the air from the exhaust on its shoulder. Steam-filled pistons churned. The smell of hot metal, burning coal, and steam struck my nose.

The Marilyn didn’t slow; I couldn’t figure out why. And then I saw that the cockpits were empty, both the gunner’s roost and the driver’s seat.

All eyes had turned to watch the Stanley careen toward us.

Then, from the east, from where the sun would rise the next day, another of the Stanleys, the Audrey Hepburn, broke through the fence and into the warm pool where I’d sat with Nikola and Marisol. The Audrey had both a driver and gunner.

The men gasped at the juggernaut. Not a second later, the machine guns on Audrey’s arms flashed, followed by the dull thud of heavy caliber gunfire. Men were slain going for their guns or turning to flee.

Micaiah grabbed my arm. “I’ll drive. Dutch’ll work the guns.”

“No,” Sharlotte said, “I’ll work the guns.”

I let my actions speak for me. The Marilyn Monroe smashed into the balcony. I swung myself into the cockpit. The joysticks were bungee-corded forward, and a stick of wood was pressing the accelerator pedal. I saw the kill switch for the steam engine and flipped it. Marilyn went dead for a minute, enough time for Sharlotte to climb into the gunner’s seat.

From inside the spa, guards opened fire on us. Bullets ping-panged off the Marilyn’s metal skin. Men on the stairs were coming for us on the balcony.

“Go!” Micaiah yelled. “Dutch and I will catch up. We’ll meet at the vapor caves on the east side of town.” He thrust the deer-skin bundle into the cockpit. Then he joined Dutch in the gunfight with the men charging up the stairs.

No time to worry about Micaiah. He could survive most bullet wounds. As for Dutch, I might light a candle for him in a chapel somewhere, but I wouldn’t mourn him too hard. Nor would the world.

In the cockpit, I took a minute to figure out the pedals and the two joysticks. Pedals to accelerate, like a car. Right stick back, left stick forward, we rotated to the right. The opposite configuration swiveled us left. Both shoved forward, we stormed down into the pool and into the boiling water. The Marilyn’s metal legs wouldn’t care. The heat, however, would keep the men from wading in to get to us.

A copper communication tube connected me to Sharlotte above me. “Light ’em up, Shar. We have to get to Wren.”

I could almost feel her grim glee. Even though I knew it was coming, I shouted out in surprise when the Marilyn’s guns started thudding. Boxed, belt-fed .50 caliber bullets rumbled like a drumroll around me. Those big, fat bullets ripped men into bloody strips and slashed concrete to rubble. Empty shell casings tinkled to the ground.

We’d caught the men in a crossfire. The Audrey was to the east, I was on the western part of the pool, and both Stanleys poured bullets into the crowd.

Every bullet had the name of a woman who’d suffered the injustices of Glenwood Springs. It was a righteous violence of retribution brought on, not by the strength in our muscles, not fueled by fear and testosterone, but born from the wits of a brilliant woman wrongly imprisoned.

Not sure if it was Nikola driving the Audrey, but I assumed it was.

The men returned fire. Bullets sparked across the metal of the Marilyn’s body. A star cracked in the glass of the windshield. Normal glass would have shattered, but evidently Nikola had used bulletproof shielding for the Stanleys’ windows. Must’ve been an especially large caliber to crack it.

Sharlotte worked the guns. I worked the legs and the engine. We had plenty of pressure for the pistons, but I wasn’t sure how long we could go before I had to reload the firebox.

Another barrage of bullets hit us from men crouched under the lip of the pool, safe from the Audrey, but not safe from me and Sharlotte and the Marilyn Monroe.

“You see ’em, Shar?”

“Yup.” The Marilyn’s right arm pistoned up, and a missile streaked into the men. The explosion wiped them from the world and tossed dog-sized chunks of cement into the air.

Our way was clear for a minute. We spun, and there was Aces and Wren. Unconscious or dead, she lay motionless on the bottom of the pool.

I yanked a cord dangling over my right shoulder. The Marilyn screamed, and I hoped it was enough to wake up my sister.

Aces spun. Someone threw him Tina Machinegun.

He triggered the grenade, and it tore into the Marilyn, knocking out her right arm gun. Bits of debris sprinkled me, and the window cracked farther. We couldn’t take another blast.

Aces knew it, too. He called out, “Throw me another grenade! Another grenade now!”

Panic filled me. “Shar, you gotta get him. You gotta get Aces, or he’s gonna blow us to bits.”

No response. Had the blast killed her?

No time to get to Wren’s pistols in the deer-skin. Nothing I could do but smash the acceleration pedal to the metal floor and throw both joysticks forward. I’d have to stomp him down.

The Marilyn took off toward Aces. Someone tossed him a grenade for Tina. I watched it float through the air in slow-motion.

He caught it and shoved the grenade into Tina’s launcher. He knelt, ducking any stray bullets flying around in the firefight.

We wouldn’t make it in time. That close, he’d hit us for sure.

Still I drove the Marilyn forward. Better to die than to have Aces claim me as one of his brides.

Aces grinned.

I winced. That 40mm grenade was going to come through the windshield and take me out.

Wren appeared behind Aces. She grabbed the necklace which held the chalkdrive and wrenched it back.

The grenade floated up and over us. It exploded on the far side of the pool.

I slammed the Marilyn to a stop. Wren wrenched harder on the chain around Aces’s throat. His face turned red, then purple. He threw his elbows, trying to get to Wren, but she avoided the blows. He tried to stand, but she crushed her boots into his calves until he was back on his knees. He threw his weight forward, but Wren was ready for that. She steadied herself, jammed a knee into his back, and pulled even harder on the chain.

Aces’s head snapped back; his face was purple going black.

I couldn’t watch.

When I looked back, Wren stood over his body, the necklace dangling in her hand. She drew the cigar out of her chest pocket. She bent and lit a match off Aces’s dead body. She put a foot on the corpse of that demon man and smoked in victory.

She’d done exactly what she’d promised.

“Shar, Wren got him. Aces is dead. You up there? Please answer.” I held my breath.

“Yeah, Cavvy. I went black for a minute, but I’m back. The Marilyn got hit hard, but she has a whole lotta fight left in her.”

Wren tossed the cigar, shouldered Tina Machinegun and swung up onto the Marilyn. Through the driver side window, she smiled at me. Her face was bruised and bloodied, but her teeth had survived the fight just fine.

I rolled down the window, and she slipped the chalkdrive necklace over my head. It had just killed an evil man, and it seemed holy somehow. At least we knew the chain wouldn’t break.

I lifted her Colt Terminators and her gun belt so she could see. Wren grinned. “Happy birthday to me, but no time to strap ’em on. We have to get the hell out of here.”

Behind her, smoke filled the air. The throne of Aces and his Glenwood Springs kingdom burned. The Colorado Hotel was ablaze, as were other buildings. But how?

Men were scurrying around us, running, fleeing. From what?

At first I thought it was from Nikola, in the Audrey, but it wasn’t.

The Audrey’s guns rattled on the east side of town, but gunfire exploded to the west. A flare arced above the city, first one, then another.

Winking open like another sun, a zeppelin’s searchlight blasted down on the walls to the west.

Another blast shook the ground from some great weapon.

Sharlotte called down. “Acevedo tanks. ARK soldiers. Do you see ’em?”

I’d been so focused on getting to Aces and Wren, I hadn’t noticed the city was now under siege. Cuius Regios overwhelmed the remaining men. Another zeppelin’s searchlight sizzled light down on the city in flames. Snowflakes swept over the Kevlar of both blimps, outlining them in a windy, storm-drenched sky.

The two zeppelins and the Acevedo tanks would give our Stanleys a hard time if we had to face them. But the men of Glenwood were fighting back. A barrage of anti-aircraft shells struck one of the zeppelins. It began a slow descent into the inferno Glenwood had become.

The ARK had found us during our escape.

I grinned at the irony, spun the Marilyn around, and headed for the eastern wall and the rendezvous point at the vapor caves.

(iii)

It took me a moment, but I figured out how to make the Stanley jump; next to the acceleration pedal was a jump pedal. We sprang out of the pool and took off, moving fast across the concrete. It was snowing harder now, snowflakes sticking to the windshield, making it hard to see. I could only hope the snow would also prevent the Regios and the ARK zeppelins from discovering our escape. God had hidden us with a blizzard before, and it seemed He was doing it again.

I moved past the hot springs pool, toward the eastern wall built over the old vapor caves, right at the mouth of Glenwood Canyon.

Behind us the battle raged between the last of the men of Glenwood and the Regios. If the men thought only physical strength mattered in this world, they were about to find themselves a few rungs down on the evolutionary ladder.

Wren wiped snow off the windshield, clearing it for a minute. Design flaw. I’d have to talk to Nikola about that.

Well, she was right in front of me, driving the Audrey Hepburn. I moved up next to her on my left side and rolled down the window, old school, no electricity. There she was, that beautiful black woman, smiling.

“Hey, Ms. Nichols, I have an enhancement request for your Stanleys. Gotta put in windshield wipers.”

“Everyone’s a critic,” Nikola called back. “And you can call me Nikola.” She sat in the driver’s seat. So who was up above her in the gunner’s roost?

Didn’t have to wait long. Rachel opened the door and slid down the ladder. Next to her was Marisol, looking a little shaken up; I had the idea she’d been working the guns and not Rachel.

My heart leapt inside of me. Rachel had been the woman who had come into the city with Dutch. But how did they know each other? And where was Pilate?

“Cavatica! We rescued you!” Rachel yelled. She jumped from the Audrey to the Marilyn, threw open the passenger-side door, and climbed inside to hug me and kiss my cheek.

That kiss was bittersweet. I loved seeing Rachel so excited and happy, but I also knew that she was feeling emotions at the expense of Micaiah. At the expense of our love for each other, Micaiah and me.

Where was he? Where was Dutch?

The gunfire and explosions behind us seemed distant, but the ARK would scour Glenwood Springs until they found us. We didn’t have much time. Rachel ran back to the Audrey and climbed back up into the gunner’s roost. Marisol moved into the driver’s seat while Nikola rode shotgun.

Marisol walked the Stanley up to me so we could talk.

“Who are the women in the tanks and zeppelins?” Nikola asked. “I’m assuming they are looking for you, since you said something about holding the fate of the world in your hands.”

“Did I really say that?” I asked. It sounded rather dramatic, but I guess it was the truth.

“You did,” Nikola said. “Back at the hot springs the night we met.”

“No time to really tell you the full story,” I said, “but those soldiers are working for the ARK. We have to go before they catch us. You’ll come with us, right?”

Nikola shook her head. “No. The women and children here need my help. I can’t leave them. But you need to go.”

Tina Machinegun went off next to me. “The Regios are coming, Cavvy. We have to go. Now.” Wren fired off more rounds.

Bullets sparked around us. Sharlotte spun the gunner’s seat around, and the Marilyn’s arm weapons thundered. Two Regios crumpled to the ground. Scouts most likely. More would be coming.

I was surprised to see Nikola climb down the Audrey’s side ladder. In a flash, she had scaled up to me. “I’ll stay and cover for you,” she said. “Just do me a favor and get Marisol back to her people. You can take both the Stanleys.” She paused and smiled. “I have more.”

I lifted the chalkdrive. The wind and snow would hide us from any onlookers. “Nikola, you need to know, we have the cure for the Sterility Epidemic. We’re taking it east, but I expect us to run into more trouble at the Kansas border. Tibbs Hoyt doesn’t want this getting out into the world.”

Her eyes went wide.

Nikola reached out a hand as if she could touch the tech. “It’s shielded, right?”

“Yes, ma’am, it is,” I said.

“That means the ARK has the technology to bring electricity back to the Juniper, but they aren’t using it. Those jackers.” She tucked the chalkdrive back under my shirt. “Keep it safe, not just for the babies, but so I can figure out how those jackerdans figured out the shielding. You go. I’ll catch up eventually.”

“How do we get over the wall?” I asked. “And we can’t leave behind our people.”

“Your friend Michael has it all figured out. He and Dutch have a plan.” She squeezed my shoulder. “Thank you, Cavvy. Thank you for giving me the courage to fight back. Now go!”

I nodded, choked up.

Nikola climbed down and walked toward the fighting. Too late to ask if she thought any of the ARK’s spies had infiltrated Glenwood Springs.

At the time, I thought I would never see Nikola Nichols again. But I did. She stayed true to her word.

(iv)

Two hundred meters from us, on the south side of the wall, an explosion lit up the night, sending cars, chunks of stone, and a whole bunch of debris into the air. Detritus popped and plinked around us.

My Marilyn and Marisol’s Audrey ran in great pistoning, steam-hissing footsteps toward the hole in the wall.

Wren cleared the windshield. The Audrey, though, didn’t have someone to do that for her. I hoped Marisol could see.

Dutch staggered into view, coughing, his dark skin gray with ash. He stumbled up to us.

“Where’s Micaiah?” I yelled.

“Don’t know! I lost him back at the spa. Couldn’t wait on him, so I blew the wall. Should’ve used a longer fuse on the charges.”

The fighting was getting closer. The first zeppelin we’d seen fell like a harpooned whale out of the dark, snowy sky. More flares arced over the city, painting the side of the second airship. A third zeppelin floated in, its machine guns blazing tracers and taking down the last of Glenwood’s men.

Once all the men were killed, nothing would stop the ARK from finding us. Yet, I couldn’t leave Micaiah.

Dutch guessed what I was thinking. “We said we’d meet on I-70 at the mouth of Glenwood Canyon. That was the back-up plan. Micaiah’ll be there, along with Pilate. The priest should already be there.”

We wouldn’t be able to wait. Still the snow continued to fall.

I called down to Dutch. “Get on the Audrey back there. Keep her windshield free of snow for Marisol.”

“Who?”

Wren laughed. “You never were very quick, Dutch. Back on that other robot-looking thing, ‘Stanleys’ I guess we’re calling them. The girl driving is Marisol. Do I need to draw you a picture?”

Dutch smiled up at her. “We have a lot to catch up on, baby. A lot.”

Wren blushed bright red. What the heck? Who could do that to my sister?

I was going to find out. Dutch, like it or not, had joined our crew.

He sprinted to the Audrey, clambered up the side ladder, then cleared snow off the windshield. Wind blew the smoke from our stacks and swirled it away.

Our Stanleys sped through the hole in the wall, took a left, and ran stomping down I-70 to the mouth of the canyon only to find an empty highway buried in snow.

Pilate wasn’t there. Neither was Micaiah.
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Chapter Twenty
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A loser like me can’t win

A winner like you can’t know

What it’s like when life crashes down

And everything around you

Is falling apart, falling apart

In a kitchen at midnight

Falling apart

— Melissa Clique


(i)

ON I-70, WE GOT OUT of the Stanleys. I walked around to the back of the Marilyn. Snowflakes sizzled when they struck the glowing firebox. The scent of burning coal brought back thick memories of other steam engines I’d worked on over the years.

Below the firebox, I found a storage compartment, the old trunk of an ancient Porsche. Inside lay a treasure trove of supplies: bottles of water, blankets, canned food—tuna, corned beef, Stokes Green Chile—and extra coal.

I threw an army-green wool blanket around me—better the itch than the snow on my bare skin. The soft slippers on my feet offered no protection against the elements, and my toes turned to numb hubs at the end of my feet. Sharlotte was dressed similarly, but at least she only had one chilly foot.

We all stood around for a minute, waiting. Gunfire had turned spotty in the town. Only one zeppelin had survived the fight, but the men had taken out its searchlight. It floated above the city, painted scarlet by falling flares.

The ARK would soon notice the hole we’d blown in the east wall. Regios would come to investigate, and they would see the huge hash-mark footprints of our Stanleys in the snow.

“Where’s Pilate?” Rachel’s voice shivered, and not from the cold. A camo jacket covered her. Her eyes gleamed with fearful tears.

My own eyes were dry, but I’d built up a tolerance.

“Okay,” Sharlotte said. “Tell us everything.”

Dutch explained that he’d been traveling past Glenwood Springs, and he’d stumbled upon Pilate and Rachel trying to figure out a way to free us. Pilate and Dutch knew each other. No surprise there.

Pilate didn’t want to risk any of the men recognizing him in Glenwood Springs, and so Dutch and Rachel approached the gates as man and wife. Dutch won his fight to keep Rachel and buddied up to Micaiah. With Nikola, they figured out an escape plan. They blew up the wall with explosives from Nikola, who had been squirreling away dynamite and C4 for years.

If separated, the plan was to meet on I-70, at the mouth of Glenwood Canyon.

Still, I was suspicious. What in the heck was Dutch doing wandering around in the Rockies? But there was no time to ask.

Dutch nodded. “There must have been an ARK spy in Glenwood. Those soldiers came quick once they got word you were there. And all just to get Micaiah back to his daddy Tibbs. Crazy.”

Again, no word about the chalkdrive. Good, the less that snake knew about us, the better.

“We can’t wait here,” Sharlotte said. “The ARK will be coming. If they interrogated the Hindu girls in Grand Junction, they’ll know we’re eastbound. We have to go and hope Pilate and Micaiah catch up.”

“No way.” I didn’t yell, but I said the words strong. “We aren’t leaving our people.”

We’d made it through Glenwood Springs. We’d killed Aces and leveled his evil city. In our moment of victory, I was not going to leave our people behind.

Rachel’s breath hitched.

Wren stood with her arms hugging herself, silent and sullen. I wasn’t sure how much whiskey she’d downed, so I had no idea how drunk she was. She seemed to be fine. Maybe the Gulo Delta helped her liver process the alcohol faster so she’d sober up quicker. Or maybe her battle with Aces had cleared her head.

I figured Wren would side with me and Rachel. Only she wasn’t talking. Neither was Dutch.

Sharlotte was, though. “We have to go on without them. If we tarry, if we try and go back into Glenwood Springs, we’ll get caught. It’ll take days for them to scour through Glenwood and question everyone. If we go now, we can get away while they search.”

The truth in her words hurt me, but the pain melted into anger. If only we had slates and internet and electricity, but we didn’t. Just useless Juniper junk all around us.

“We can hide out,” I said. “We can sneak around like we did in Green River. We can find them.”

Rachel wiped tears running down her face. Her words came out in a stutter. “We can’t ... can’t leave Pilate. We didn’t leave you, and we can’t leave him. No, no, no.”

Wren nodded. “She’s right. We ain’t leaving our people behind.”

“We have to,” Sharlotte said.

I didn’t have the heart to fight my big sister, but that was what Wren was for. Always.

Marisol and Dutch stepped back as Wren bustled forward. “You can’t tell me what to do, Shar.”

“I could if I had a bottle,” Sharlotte shot back. “You lost that fight ’cause you were drunk. Why should we listen to an alcoholic like you?”

In the old days, such words would’ve led to a fistfight. But these weren’t the bad, old days. We’d thrown away that tired script.

Sharlotte held up a hand. “I’m sorry, Irene. I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t’ve said that.”

Wren dropped her head. “And I shouldn’t have turned this into a fight. I can’t leave Pilate. He means more to me than my smile or my guns. Ain’t no God in this world if there ain’t no Pilate.”

“What about me, baby?” Dutch asked.

I flashed him a look that should’ve shut him up. It didn’t. He shrugged and grinned. “It’s stay or go. Y’all are gonna have to decide right quick and in a hurry.”

“We stay,” I said.

A moment of quiet fell on us, and then Sharlotte asked a question. “What about what Pilate told you, Cavvy?”

Pilate’s lesson: I would have to leave people behind to save them.

What was in me? Fear or faith? You can’t feel both at the same time.

Everyone was waiting for me to talk.

I knew the right thing, and I knew it would tear me in half to do it. Lord help me, but I talked it through. “If Micaiah is still alive, I think we need to assume he’s been captured. If he’s captured, the ARK will take him back to his daddy and he’ll be fine. He doesn’t know about my plan. None of you do, but I have one.”

“What is it?” Wren asked.

“Now is not the time,” I said. “So Micaiah is either dead or captured. Knowing him, he’s been captured but talking his way out of it. He’s fine. Now, as for Pilate ...”

I closed my eyes. My Pilate. My dear, dear Pilate. “If he’s not here, he’s dead. Killed or captured, both amount to the same thing. They’ll ...” I swallowed. “They’ll torture him, figure out he doesn’t know where we are, and then they’ll kill him so he can’t tell anyone about the cure. That’s prolly what’s happening right now.”

Rachel howled and threw herself forward onto the ground. It reminded me of a three-year-old having a tantrum.

But maybe that’s growing up—learning how to handle the emotional storms that blow suffering through us. Once again I thought about teething. Babies could handle the pain, but adults couldn’t.

Rachel had lost that quiet place she’d found in the deserts months before. But then, it’s easy to forget about the serene parts of ourselves when everything falls apart.

Wordless, on her hands and knees, she sobbed. She then raised her head to growl at me, “How can you say such wicked things? He’s your father!”

Fury filled her glare, and I wanted to back away, but I didn’t. I stepped closer. “Alive or dead or tortured, he told us it would come to this, like he knew. We have to have faith. We have to believe God will watch over them both and deliver them to us. We don’t have a choice.”

Rachel screeched, “How can there be a God when I feel like this? If there is a God, it’s a wicked thing, toying with us and laughing at us. Jack it! Jacker it all!”

She hit us so very, very fast. She snapped to her feet, snatched Tina Machinegun from Wren, and sped off toward the burning city, still on fire despite the snow.

We all watched her, hushed. Then Wren turned on Dutch. “You coming?”

“No.” Dutch smiled. “Never let your heart get in the way of the paycheck. My number one rule. You go, though. You’ll do what you want in the end anyway.”

His words seemed to sap a little of the vinegar out of Wren. But not enough to stop her. She yanked out her Colt Terminators and marched after Rachel, the two of them going off together like they’d done countless times in Green River.

Snow swept down on us. Rachel paused, but Wren kept on walking. I wanted to call out. I wanted to join them. I did neither. I stood with my stupid slippers freezing my feet in the slush, feeling hurt, scared, and hopeless.

Rachel stopped, silhouetted by the burning city in the distance, awash in snowflakes and wind.

Wren finally realized her partner wasn’t with her. “Rache, come on, girl. Let’s get on with it. We’ll sneak around, find our people, and get out. Just like old times. Come on.”

Rachel turned around to face us. We couldn’t see her face, but her chest shuddered from her tears. “But I can’t leave them. Cavvy and Sharlotte are my family.”

“I am, too,” Wren said. Such a change, that she would claim Rachel as a sister.

Rachel fell to her knees again, sobbing. She wasn’t going anywhere.

I ran to her and held her while she cried into my shoulder, her whole body shaking.

She pulled back. “Please, let’s all go and find him. If they’re torturing him, we must stop them. Please.”

“We have the chalkdrive,” I whispered to her. “I didn’t mention it in front of Dutch ’cause I don’t trust him. If we go back in there to look for them, we risk everything. It’s not what Pilate would want. Nor Micaiah. Like Pilate said, it’s our divine duty to deliver it to the world.”

“There is nothing divine!” Rachel shrieked.

I pulled her close and whispered into her ear. “There’s me and what I feel, and there’s you and what you feel. There’s us, our voices in the silence. When two or more gather together, there’s a strength that comes. And that strength will guide us. We’ll walk away together and hope. We’ll use our hope as a weapon.”

It was something Pilate might have said. My father. Lost in the snow and fire.

“Use hope as a weapon?” Rachel asked, sniffing at her tears.

I nodded, hardly believing it myself. “Yeah, right now, it’s the best weapon we got. We’ll use it to follow our imperatives, get the chalkdrive out into the world, and somehow get money to save our ranch.”

Her tear-filled eyes met mine. “Our imperatives. I’ll protect you. I’ll give up my life for you if it comes to that.”

Wren appeared next to us. She bent and wiped a tear off Rachel’s cheek. “It won’t come to that, Rachel. Cavvy is right. Going back to Glenwood is suicide, and Pilate would want us to live. He said it. Cavvy said it. Faith, not fear. Hope, not despair. And love for us all. Let’s go.”

Wren caught me looking at her. She grinned. “You thought I’d never change, Princess. You were wrong.”

I pulled both her and Rachel into a hug. My goddamn sisters.

We returned to the group, standing next to the Stanleys.

“So are we set to go?” Sharlotte asked.

Wren nodded. She wheeled on Dutch and threw out a hand to slap the smack out of him. He caught her hand. “Don’t blame me for not wanting to risk my life trying to save people I hardly know,” he said.

That jackerdan.

Wren leaned in and kissed him hard on the lips. “Not sure which I like better, kissing you or hitting you.”

Disgusting. We all looked away as they got intimate.

In the awkward silence that followed, Marisol asked in a squeak, “What about me? I wanna see my family again.”

Lights twinkled from Glenwood’s demolished wall. Sapropel lanterns lighting the way of growling motorcycles powered by diesel engines.

“We’ll get you home,” Sharlotte said.

A blast of wind and snow swept around us, as if to contradict what my sister had just said. The cold froze us, and the night was just getting started—the storm promised more snow and more killing temperatures.

The motorcycles buzzed toward us. The lanterns flashed from their handlebars. The storm might have to wait its turn in trying to kill us.

Like always, the ARK was first in line.

(ii)

We all ran to the Stanleys and piled in, but we didn’t run east down I-70. No, the soldier girls on their motorcycles would catch us easily. Instead, the Audrey Hepburn followed my lead.

I waded the Marilyn into the Colorado River running next to the highway. It was a gamble. If the water was too deep, it would extinguish the flame in the boiler. If the current was too swift, it would tumble down the metal machines and sweep us away.

“Wren,” I whispered to my sister who clung to the outside. “We can’t get too deep. Gotta watch the water. We can only go up to our legs.”

“Yeah, but it’s so jackering dark, Cavvy. Sorry, cussing won’t help us. It’s so very dark. Better?”

I sighed, smiled, and drove the Stanley into the water and stopped. The water gushed just under my hood, but I didn’t know how deep we’d go. I turned so our glowing firebox faced south, away from the highway.

The Audrey stood next to us, similarly turned. We stopped there, the dark water swirling around our war machines, sending a chill and wet, rivery odor into the cockpit. Wren’s breath misted. She held Tina Machinegun at the ready.

Above us on the highway, the motorcycles roared past, going east, running recon. In seconds they were gone, and we were alone again.

Pressing on the accelerator pedal, backing up, I moved the Marilyn to the south side of the river, away from the freeway. Lucky for us, it was autumn, and the Colorado River was running shallow.

I knew if we tried to cross the Rockies on I-70, the ARK army would eventually run us down.

As I drove, I tried to remember the old maps I’d seen of the Rocky Mountains. I’d hated geography. If school wasn’t math or science, I just didn’t care.

Now our lives might depend on what I’d half-studied. Ha, teachers always said if I didn’t study, I’d only be cheating myself. I hate it when they’re right.

I forced myself to remember. Aspen. Leadville. Independence Pass. Yes.

Best of all, if we headed south, we could find Marisol’s family. We could get her home and then cross the high mountain pass into Leadville.

If we didn’t get snowed in and killed by weather. The wet dress and thin slippers made me feel like I was destined to die of cold.

It was a gamble. Worse yet, if Pilate and Micaiah somehow figured a way out of Glenwood Springs, they wouldn’t be able to find us. I was choosing to sever our chances of finding them again.

Despair pinched my heart.

My only weapon against it? Hope.

Hope that if there were any two men in the entire world who could duck the ARK’s army and find us again, it was Father Pilate and Micaiah Hoyt.

Hope would be my weapon, and I’d use it to fight my way across the Juniper and find June Mai Angel.

We’d been trying to fight an army without an army. June Mai Angel had one, along with a great need for media exposure. If she was the kind of woman I suspected her to be, she would jump at the chance to help us. If she wasn’t, she’d murder us and take the chalkdrive out of our cold, dead hands. Another gamble.

We paused on the south bank of the river, hiding under a bridge. Us Weller sisters in the Marilyn Monroe and Rachel, Dutch, and Marisol in the Audrey Hepburn.

Wren tapped lightly on the windshield with Tina Machinegun. “Cavvy, you’re not going to try for I-70, are you?”

“No,” I whispered. I remembered how I’d treated Micaiah the last time we talked on the balcony. And how he’d treated me. I should’ve held him and kissed him, one last time. I should’ve been a better, stronger person for him. I touched my bare wrist where his bracelet had rested against my skin for months.

I shut my eyes and kept the tears trapped inside. A million memories of Pilate made my heart ache in my chest.

Sharlotte’s voice came through the communication tube. “Cavvy, you’re thinking of Independence Pass, aren’t you?”

“Yeah,” I answered, breathless.

Wren laughed. “Oh, Cavvy, I love you more and more. People think I’m crazy, but compared to you, I’m sane as a judge.”

And she didn’t even know about my plan to enlist June Mai Angel into our cause.

“No,” Sharlotte said, “it makes sense. A lot of these old mountain roads have been forgotten. It’s something Mama would’ve done.”

Mama. Our mother, Abigail Weller. I knew, right then, she was with us.

From outside, I heard Wren sing in a low, uncertain voice.


Will the circle be unbroken,

By and by, Lord, by and by?


Sharlotte and I sang the answer, in low voices, as quiet as we could, but still filling every word with faith, hope, and love.


Yes. A better home awaits us

In the sky, Lord, in the sky.


Hope hung on our lips. In our hearts clung love.

And loaded down into the deepest parts of our souls? We had faith.

Even if God grew quiet, we’d be a voice in the wilderness, crying out to let the world know the ARK had a cure to the Sterility Epidemic.

We would not be silenced. Not ever.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Memorare
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My only gun is a lover

My only bullets are lies

’Cause I killed truth

and death does die

— LeAnna Wright


(i)

REMEMBER ME, O MOST gracious Virgin Mary, remember me.

And help me, if you’re there. Yes, my heart was full. I’d never felt closer to my sisters: Sharlotte, Wren, and Rachel, all three struggling to change. And we’d not only made it through Glenwood Springs, we’d burned it to the ground. Still, a part of me couldn’t let go of the idea that Micaiah and Pilate might find us before we ran away south, toward Independence Pass.

“We ready to go?” Sharlotte asked.

I paused, not wanting to answer. We were lucky that I hesitated. Another convoy came thundering out of the city. This time it wasn’t just motorcycles, but also troop carriers and an Acevedo tank, rumbling over the bridge, going south, toward Aspen and Independence Pass.

Now my plan didn’t seem so smart. Still, I knew it beat I-70. We’d let the ARK troops drive south, then we’d outmaneuver them, like we’d been doing.

The lights, the soldiers, the gear, thundered above us, making the bridge moan and creak in the cold. I took a deep lungful of the smell of their exhaust.

Just when I thought they’d disappear into the storm, the convoy stopped abruptly.

Voices drifted down to us, shouts rising and falling as the wind blew and snowflakes battered our windshields.

One voice I recognized: Praetor Gianna Edger. Once again, she was on our trail.

Above us, there was some kind of scuffle, cries, and orders shouted. Through the storm, I couldn’t make out many of her words, but I heard two names.

Peter Pilgram.

Micah Hoyt.

What did it mean?

We waited for what seemed like forever but was prolly only about fifteen minutes. Then the lights, soldiers, and vehicles disappeared into the storm, running south. Once we couldn’t hear any of the engines, I moved the Marilyn up the slope of the river bank onto what had been Colorado State Highway 82. Now it was a snowy route into the night, marred by the slushy tracks of the ARK convoy.

The Audrey Hepburn joined us. I was about to run on south, when Wren called out, “Hold up, Cavvy. Turn around so I can throw open the boiler. I need it to see.”

I wanted to argue it was dangerous to show any light out in the darkness with the ARK soldiers about, but I trusted Wren. She would have a good reason for taking the chance.

I maneuvered the Marilyn around. Wren slid down and went around to the back of the Stanley. Light poured out onto the snow.

But only for a minute. Wren came back into sight, stooped, and grabbed something off the white ground. She slammed the boiler door shut and scurried up the side of our Stanley.

“What’d you find, Wren?” I asked.

She didn’t answer. She held up two things. One was the stainless steel coffee mug she’d found for Pilate in Green River. The other? The wire and grass bracelet Micaiah had woven for me during our cattle drive west.

Both meant Pilate and Micaiah had been there, on the south side of the Colorado River. Both meant they’d most likely been taken prisoner by the convoy we’d seen not fifteen minutes earlier.

Close. We’d been so close to them.

Wren dropped the mug and the bracelet into the cockpit.

I shoved both sticks forward, and we took off running.

We didn’t need to talk.

We both knew what needed to be done.

’Cause deep in our hearts, we weren’t just sisters right then, no. For the first time in our lives, we were one heart, one mind, exactly the same.

Praetor Gianna Edger and her Cuius Regios had our boys, and we were going to rescue them.

No matter what.

To be continued ...

Cavatica Weller will return in Storm Girls (Book Four of The Juniper Wars series)

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Glossary of Historical Figures, Slang, and Technology
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Angel, June Mai—The most powerful of the Outlaw Warlords and the most organized. Her past is a mystery, but her soldiers are fierce. She controls the Denver area, from Colorado Springs to Fort Collins.

ASI Attachment—A steam engine that can interface with the drivetrains of larger vehicles such as trucks or minivans. Manufactured by the American Steam Ingenuity Company.

ARK—The American Reproduction Knowledge Initiative—A publicly funded corporation researching the Sterility Epidemic and running insemination clinics across the world.

AZ3—The next generation of assault rifle manufactured by Armalite Industries. Includes self-correcting laser targeting, tactical readout/ammunition count, and water-cooled barrels.

Beefsteaks—Cattle.

Besharam—Shameless (from the Hindi word).

Besiya—Prostitute (from the Hindi word).

Burke, Sally Browne—Co-founder of the New Morality movement.

Chalkdrive—Removable computer storage devices.

Cargador—A large steam-powered vehicle used in the Juniper for salvaging operations and later as military vehicles.

Colton, Anna—Professor of Sociology, Princeton University, and a firm supporter of women’s rights outside of religious or domestic roles.

Corfu, Archbishop Jeremy—An archbishop of the Roman Catholic Church in the US and highly critical of the ARK and any artificial insemination outside of marriage.

CTRA—The Colorado Territory Ranching Association—An organization created by Robert “Dob” Howerter, presumably to ensure high quality beef and ethical ranching practices, but in reality was used to fix prices and drive other ranchers out of business.

EMAT—Emergency Medication Absorption Tape—A delivery system for medication during combat situations.

Eterna Batteries—A perfectly clean power source created by General Electric. Named after Chinese food, the most powerful and efficient is the Kung Pao. A weaker version is the Egg Drop.

Frictionless Automobiles—The next generation in automotive engineering, frictionless cars float thirty centimeters off the ground.

Gillian—Lesbian (from the Mandarin phrase tong xing lian).

Girly ’strogen—Excessively feminine (’strogen is short for estrogen).

Headcount—The number of cattle owned by a ranch.

Howerter, Robert “Dob”—Founder of the Colorado Territory Ranching Association and the largest cattle baron in the Juniper.

Hoyt, Tiberius “Tibbs”—President and CEO of the American Reproduction Knowledge Initiative.

Jankowski, Maggie—Lead engineer on the Eterna battery project funded by General Electric.

Johnson—A derogatory term for a male.

Jones, Calvin “Crush”—Founder of the Old Glory Salvage and Renewal Company and the first to become what was later known as the Juniper Millionaires.

Juniper—1,438,577 square kilometers in the middle of the United States of America comprising what once was Colorado, New Mexico, Utah, Wyoming, Montana, and sections of surrounding states. Due to the Yellowstone Knockout and the subsequent flood basalt, electrical current does not function in this area.

Kanton, Jack Anthony—48th President of the United States of America and the second president to hold four terms in office.

Kutia—Female dog (from the Hindi word).

MG21—Standard issue assault rifle in the Sino-American War.

Male Product—The male reproductive cell.

Masterson-Wayne Act—Signed into law by President Jack Kanton in 2033, this act of Congress relegated the five states affected by the Yellowstone Knockout back to being territories.

Meetchum, Mavis—Second largest cattle operator in the Colorado territory. Located in Sterling, she has established treaties with the Wind River people and is a strong advocate for Native American rights. She introduced buffalo back into Wyoming in the mid-2030s during a critical time for the Wind River people.

MRE—Meal, Ready-to-Eat.

Neofiber—A variant of carbon fiber but stronger and lighter.

New Morality—A religious movement with socio-political connections that encouraged women to remain chaste, dress appropriately, and behave in a conservative manner.

New Morality Dress—A dress of a neutral color (usually gray, brown, or cream-colored) that covers as much of a woman’s body as possible to comply with New Morality etiquette.

Old Growth—A synthetic coal created from wood taken from old-growth forests.

Parson, Reverend Kip—Co-founder of the New Morality movement.

RSD—Reality Simulator Displays—Video screens with near-perfect resolution.

Sapropel—A weak fuel used for heating and lighting in the Juniper. Chemically manufactured by using remnants of oil shale.

Shakti—Raw female power (from the Hindi word).

SISBI—The Security, Identity, and Special Borders Injunction (SISBI) is a set of laws enacted by a special executive order that requires all US citizens to register eye-scans with the government. It also allows for border fences around the Juniper and military units to secure the perimeter of the territories.

Skye6—Diacetylmorphinesextus (a synthetic morphine).

Slate—Tablet computer.

Sterility Epidemic—First cases discovered in January of 2030. One in ten births are male. Of males born, 90% are sterile.

Thelium—Theta-helium—Synthetic helium manufactured to give zeppelins greater lift.

Thor Stunner—Eterna-powered electrical non-lethal weapon.

Viable—Non-sterile (refers to males).

Weller, Abigail—Growing up in the family business (The Buckeye Urban Recycling and Reclamation Company), Abigail Weller chose to enter the Juniper to run salvage for Crush Jones. After the Salvage Era, she operated the third largest ranch in the Colorado territory until her death in the winter of 2058. She had three daughters: Sharlotte, Wren, and Cavatica.

Wind River People—The general term for all Native American tribes living in the Wyoming and Montana territories.

Yellowstone Knockout—A term used to describe China’s missile attack on the Yellowstone caldera and the subsequent flood basalt.

Zeppelins—Four classes of airships: Jonesies, Jimmies, Johnnies, and Bobbies. All manufactured by Boeing for use in the Juniper. Jimmies are engineered for maximum speed and Johnnies for maximum cargo hold. Bobbies are a mid-size zeppelin. Lastly, Jonesies are the most customizable. Also known as dirigibles or blimps, the airships have rigid skeletons of Neofiber covered with next-generation lightweight Kevlar. The superstructure contains air-cells filled with thelium.

Zeus 2 Charge Gun—Eterna-powered electric rifle for short-range lethal combat and area-of-attack demolition.
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IF YOU LOVED Inferno Girls and would like stay in the loop about the latest book releases, promotional deals, and upcoming book giveaways be sure to subscribe to the Shadow Alley Press mailing list: Shadow Alley Press Mailing List. Sign up now and get a free copy of our bestselling anthology, Viridian Gate Online: Side Quests! Your email address will never be shared and you can unsubscribe at any time. You can also connect with us on our Facebook Fan Page: Shadow Alley Press. 

You can find even more books and awesome recommendations over on our Facebook Group Page, Fantasy Nation! Home to the best Epic, Urban, and LitRPG Fantasy around!

Word-of-mouth and book reviews are crazy helpful for the success of any writer—or in, in our case, Publishing Company. If you really enjoyed reading about Cavvy and her crew, please consider leaving a short, honest review—just a couple of lines about your overall reading experience. You can click here to leave a review at Amazon, and thank you in advance: Inferno Girls (The Juniper Wars Book 3).

Looking for more Juniper Wars, and need it right this minute? Check out: Storm Girls. Or keep reading to take a sneak peek.
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Sometimes the monsters are real.

BY 2058, BOTH THE SINO-American War and the Sterility Epidemic have decimated the male population. Electricity does not function in five western states. Collectively, they are known as the Juniper. It is the most dangerous place on Earth.

For months, Cavatica and her gunslinging sisters have heard rumors of psychotic monstrosities killing everything in their path. But first the Wellers have more important concerns: Pilate and Micaiah have been captured by the ARK, and it’s up to the sisters to save them.

Once again, the odds are not in their favor. If they manage to survive the treacherous weather of the Rocky Mountains, Tiberius “Tibbs” Hoyt has created new army of super soldiers known as the Severins to stop them. You need an army to fight an army, and the Weller sisters think the Outlaw Warlord known as June Mai Angel might help them. But she’s tried to kill the sisters twice. Can they convince her to help?

And while the Wellers think their enemies are outside of their tight family, the ultimate betrayal lies ahead as they battle their way toward the Kansas border.

***
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Magnificat


O beautiful for outlaw girls,

For whiskey morning pains,

For purple mountains bruising bad

Above the salvaged plain.

Oh Juniper! My Juniper! God turned His back on thee!

For ’Murica loves her ’lectric lights

Not you, the dark between the seas.

—Country Mac Sterling


(i)

HOLY MARY, MOTHER OF God, you can’t help me with this next part of my story ’cause I don’t believe in you, in Saint Joseph, in Jesus riding into Jerusalem on a mule. When I was in the autumn of my sixteenth year, the silence of God drifted down upon me, and I faltered.

Micaiah and Pilate, the two men I loved to hate and hated to love, had been stolen from us, or so we thought when we found the coffee mug and the bracelet outside of Glenwood Springs. The city was burning even as zeppelins shined spotlights down, trying to find us. By us, I mean me, my sisters, Sharlotte and Wren, and Rachel Vixx, our one-time enemy but now sister. We also had two new additions to our crew.

Dutch Malhotra was Wren’s bad ex-boyfriend and even worse current one. He’d supposedly stumbled upon Pilate and Rachel, and yeah, he’d helped us escape Glenwood Springs, but I still didn’t trust him. He was a slippery, handsome man with dark skin and a flashing smile, viable and stupidly arrogant about it. With a last name like Malhotra, he was definitely Hindu and prolly something else besides.

Little Marisol, a twelve-year-old orphan girl we’d saved from Aces, also joined us. We’d sworn to get her back to her family, but that was before we’d discovered Micaiah and Pilate might have been captured by an ARK convoy going south out of Glenwood Springs.

The American Reproduction Knowledge Initiative, called the ARK, was the biggest, richest corporation on Earth. It had the cure to the Sterility Epidemic but didn’t want anyone to know. Tiberius “Tibbs” Hoyt was making too much money selling Male Product to women around the world so they could have babies.

And when he wasn’t doing that, he was brewing up armies in vats to protect his empire. We’d killed three out of the four Vixxes but managed to save Rachel from herself. Micaiah gave her a dose of the serum he used to give himself emotions. It turned out the boy was as bio-engineered as Rachel, maybe even more so. The serum made Rachel human. Without his meds, Micaiah turned into someone I couldn’t love.

I’d had to break up with him, but that didn’t mean I shouldn’t go and save him.

No, I had to rescue him and Pilate—part Roman Catholic priest, part gunslinger, all Pilate. We’d gotten separated after the fall of Glenwood Springs, after Wren killed Aces. The ARK ground troops, the Cuius Regios, had come slamming through the city with tanks, zeppelins, bombs, and a firestorm of bullets.

We’d escaped with the chalkdrive containing the entire research database of the ARK, including the cure to the Sterility Epidemic and the future of the world. I was wearing it like a pendant, close to my heart. Dutch and Marisol had no idea.

Back then, my heart beat strong and true, and I knew we’d find our men. We’d make it to Burlington, where I would give the chalkdrive to June Mai Angel, who would use it to tell the world that the ARK had been lying to us for years. We could even out the male birth rates so the ratio would be fifty/fifty, not ten percent. And with ninety percent of those males sterile, well, we could fix that, too.

I figured June Mai Angel would love the chance to stride into the limelight. She could say we had the cure, and she could tell all of America that President Amanda Swain had sent June Mai and the other vets into the Juniper so the U.S. wouldn’t have to treat the various disorders brought on by the Sino-American War, the worst war the world had ever seen.

The Sino used up the world’s resources, killed several generations of men, and brought about the Yellowstone Knockout that wiped out the electricity in five states—Colorado, New Mexico, Utah, Wyoming, and Montana—and several chunks of other states besides. Why China had nuked Yellowstone was anyone’s guess, but the explosion had caused a flood basalt, which had created the Juniper, 1.5 million square kilometers of wasteland and Outlaw Warlords. A penal colony, fenced in with protected borders and laws to keep the bad people in and Americans out, unless they were tourists, crazies, or criminals, of course.

And I’d grown up there, unaware. But then, that’s how the people in power liked it.

Everything rested on our ability to make it back to Burlington and find June Mai Angel, though at the time I hadn’t told anyone about that particular plan.

It was a desperate gambit, but then desperation and fear walk lockstep a lot of the time.

I’d known my fair share of both, or thought I had.

I thought I was real tough and battle-weary as we charged down the highway, away from Glenwood Springs and toward Aspen. In the midnight snowstorm, we chased after the ARK troops in our Stanleys; big battle machines made from the scraps of cars, fueled by a steam engine and loaded down with enough armaments to storm back into the Garden of Eden.

Looking back now, I see I was seventeen, but by the end of my travels, I’d age, not in years, not even in mileage, but in sorrow, doubt, and a hatred for God’s silence.

I’d end my adventures as an old, old woman.

’Cause time doesn’t age us, not really.

Evil ages us. Sometimes, it ages us too quick and leaves our faces glowing with youth, while inside we become crones with a foot in our grave and a boot heel on the throat of God, asking him why we shouldn’t kill Him and put an end to His broken, stained universe.

Chapter One


My high noon is midnight black

You took my love, and I want it back.

—LeAnna Wright


(i)

Hell is cold.

I’d studied Dante’s Divine Comedy at the Sally Browne Burke Academy for the Moral and Literate in Cleveland, Ohio, and according to the Italian poet, the last circle of hell was reserved for traitors, with Judas being the worst of them. The betrayers stood locked in ice, like straw in glass, unmoving, freezing, dead but never dying; their lot was to suffer through eternity.

On Highway 82, twenty kilometers south of the burning ruins of Glenwood Springs, the cold and snow battered our big robotic vehicles as we charged down the icy road, chasing after the ARK army who had captured Pilate and Micaiah.

Us Weller sisters were leading in the Marilyn Monroe while the Audrey Hepburn tromped behind us. The Marilyn and the Audrey were our Stanleys, six meters tall with a central cockpit and a gunner’s roost above. Each section had the windshield and seats from the front part of old automobiles, including the doors. The Marilyn had been built from two Porsche Boxsters, while the Audrey was fashioned out of BMWs, the hoods and trunks marked by the manufacturer insignias. Inside their bodies, the Stanleys had big steam engines to power them. Storage compartments—converted trunks—lay under the engine. Instead of hands, belt-fed machine guns and rocket launchers tipped the pistoned arms; their feet were big grids of welded cross-hatched steel. Glancing in a rear-view mirror, I could see snow piling up on the Audrey’s shoulders and head even as her stack smoked into the blizzard.

The Stanley Steamers were named after the defunct steam cars of the previous century. The creator of the Stanleys, the brilliant Nikola Nichols, had promised to bring more of her automatons to help us on our long walk east, but I knew it wasn’t going to be any time soon. She had scared women to gather and the ARK interviews to endure.

We topped a ridge, and I pulled the sticks back to stop us.

A Jimmy-class zeppelin was staked down near the ground in the river valley below. Guards holding sapropel lanterns lit up the bottom of the airship’s canopy. Without their lanterns, we wouldn’t have seen them since visibility was nil; the sky poured down snow in a subzero wind straight from the Devil’s own nostrils.

“Let me take a closer look.” Wren grabbed our spotting scope as she threw open the door and climbed down the ladder to trudge through the snow.

Sharlotte was above me in the gunner’s seat and spoke into the copper communication tube linking the two compartments. “We should prolly go out there with her.”

“We prolly should.” I couldn’t help but wince. I wasn’t dressed for snow, and I was still damp from my previous excursions outside.

I scooped up a wool blanket and pushed out of the Marilyn to climb down the ladder in the little silk-nothing dress I wore. Wet slippers froze on my feet. I couldn’t help but shiver until my teeth clacked. The wool blanket didn’t do much except itch me.

Sharlotte followed, equally underdressed in a gown and slippers, though she kept her teeth clenched so they wouldn’t chatter.

Wren motioned for us to get low. We did, creeping up to her, crouching.

Wren was wearing her jeans, her cowgirl shirt, her leather vest, but no jacket, and if she was cold, I figured the liquor hanging from her breath numbed her enough to talk without a tremble in her voice.

She pointed to the airship below us. “So the main convoy is still ahead, and I’m not sure we can catch ’em in the Stanleys. I figure the only way to get ahead of them ARK soldiers is to fly in on ’em.”

Hated Wren, but she was right. We’d hidden under a bridge back at the Colorado River just south of Glenwood Springs, while at least three A3 Athapasca Armored Personnel Carriers, or APCs, rumbled over us. Following behind them came the UHV Humvees, armored and weaponed up, running on growling diesel engines, with an M1 Acevedo tank taking up the rear.

That convoy had our boys. And we knew who was in charge of that particular unit of ARK soldiers: Praetor Gianna Edger had returned to plague us. She’d slapped me in the house of our friends, the Scheutzes, and she would’ve done worse if Wren hadn’t shown up to save us. Edger was a brute of a woman: not human but not a Vixx. I figured she was just a Cuius Regio who had managed to be meaner than her sisters and so the ARK had promoted her to Praetor.

The maelstrom spun snow around us in the dark of night, and the only thing we could really see was the zeppelin and the guards below.

I motioned to Wren to give me the Swarsky spotting scope. She handed it over, and I got a good look at the ARK soldiers waiting down by their dirigible. There were only about a half dozen; it’d be easy to swat them like flies—Wren being our main flyswatter, even still a little drunk after her battle with Aces.

All the killing felt grim. Aces needed to die, and I was glad he’d been put down. Did the Regios down there need to be exterminated? They weren’t exactly human, and right then I’d have wiped them all out just to get Micaiah and Pilate back. However, the one Regio I’d killed still haunted me. Over and over, I heard her last plea for mercy. Over and over, I felt my finger pull the trigger.

I was a good Catholic girl; murder was a mortal sin, and yet I’d murdered. And most likely, I’d have to do it again. How could I live with such conflict?

I didn’t know. But I needed to get my head straight. I recalled Pilate’s ten-second boot camp. He’d given me the basic principles of combat, but of course, Pilate being Pilate, he had ended it in his own inimitable way:

Those are not people down there ... they do not eat, they do not sleep, they do not love their babies. They are killers, and when you’re sleeping, they’re awake, making plans on the best way to BBQ our horses and deep-fry us. God did not create the women down there. Satan did. And it’s our job to rid the world of them.

The wire and grass bracelet from Micaiah tickled my wrist.

Morality questions aside, we had a mission.

Could be the ARK convoy holding our boys was supposed to rendezvous with the Jimmy below us but missed it ’cause of the storm. We didn’t have enough intel to really know, but as I lay in the snow with my sisters, Wren’s idea was making sense. If we could commandeer the zeppelin, we could use it to overtake the convoy.

Who would drive the Jimmy blimp?

Uh, that would be me.

Wren guessed what I was thinking. “You still a-scared of heights? I’m assuming since you could drive a goddamn train, you could drive a goddamn zeppelin.”

I sighed. “A train is on the ground and goes right down the tracks. You want me to pilot an airship in bad wind, and if I mess up, we’ll all die. Yeah, I’m scared, but it seems I ain’t got a choice, now do I?”

“Not much of one,” Sharlotte murmured.

“It’s only a little blimp,” Wren added, “but it should have enough lift for Marilyn and Audrey. I’m thinking we rope the Stanleys and lift them up, and then we can fly right in front of the ARK convoy. Catch ’em in an ambush. We know about them, but they ain’t got no clue about us.”

I pondered the situation. Jimmy-class zeppelins were the smallest and most swift of the zeppelins built by Boeing for use in the Juniper, but still, the airship below us was nearly a hundred meters long and around forty meters in diameter. It prolly had ten air-cells full of theta-helium, what we called thelium, and a skin of reinforced Kevlar around a frame of Neofiber, a lightweight plastic as strong as steel.

I’d studied zeppelins, I’d watched Sketchy fly the Moby Dick for hours and hours, and I had a good understanding of the technology, the physics, and the general use of one. All that book knowledge was fine, but a far cry from piloting one myself.

Butterflies the size of bats choked up my belly. No choice. We’d have to seize the Jimmy, rope up the Stanleys, and take off into the wind to get our boys back.

Though it was past midnight, I was wide awake, my system sucking up a new serving of adrenaline.

We withdrew back to where the Marilyn Monroe and the Audrey Hepburn stood, their dark shapes outlined by the snow covering them. I opened the boiler to toss in more wood. In the light, I saw Wren grinning.

“You’re liking this, aren’t you?” I asked a little nastily.

She heard the question and not the nasty. “No, Princess, I’m loving this.”

“Don’t call me ‘princess,’” I growled back.

Wren grinned. “Me and Dutch will get to the other side and wait. Once you attack in the Stanleys, Dutch and I will use the distraction to either kill them guards or sneak aboard the blimpy or do both. Then you’ve got to get into the airship fast and learn how to fly it. Show us some of that genius you got.”

It was a good plan, but I was scared.

And the snow wasn’t helping my nerves.

We had to get up and over Independence Pass, and if the snow continued, we might find ourselves stranded, then starved, then dead. The pass had been my brilliant idea to outmaneuver the army chasing us. We figured they’d be searching the old I-70 corridor.

So, I was scared of the snow, and I was equally as frightened by Edger; she’d come crawling out of her grave to chase us. On top of that, I had to get ready to fly a zeppelin in the next half an hour or so.

If only Micaiah had been there to help me. If only I’d insisted that Sketchy give me flying lessons. If only we’d never been captured by Aces in the first place.

“If onlys” are cheap. Especially in the Juniper.

(ii)

Ten minutes later, I sat in the Marilyn’s cockpit, waiting for Wren and Dutch to get into place. Sharlotte was above me in the gunner’s seat. We didn’t have much to say. Inside our Stanley, we were warm but wet. Nice thing about steam engines: they run hot.

A jagged crack marred the windshield from where Aces had hit us with a grenade during battle with him in the Glenwood pool. The right arm had also been damaged, but we’d survived the encounter. Aces hadn’t. That jackerdan was roasting in hell along with most of his Neanderthal followers.

The Audrey Hepburn stood next to us, waiting. Wren had grabbed Dutch so they could stab the zeppelin crew in the back once we hit them from the front.

Rachel had chosen to drive, which wasn’t so surprising. I had the idea her fighting days were behind her now that she could feel. Tibbs Hoyt had bio-engineered her, and the other Vixxes, without emotions, since he thought they were a liability. Maybe he was right, but more and more I saw feelings as powerful things that, if channeled correctly, could prove to be the ultimate weapon. Well, if one could control them. Rachel was still learning how to do that. So was I, for that matter.

Marisol was above her in the gunner’s seat. The shy, quiet girl had worked Audrey Hepburn’s guns before, during our big escape from Glenwood, so I was hoping she could do it again.

I glanced at the glow-in-the-dark hands of my Moto-Moto watch. The date function didn’t work anymore, but the clock did. We’d synchronized our watches. It was 12:51 am. At 1:00 am, we’d take the Stanleys down the hill, guns blazing.

It was a plan we’d done before, playing the killdeer, distracting our enemies so Wren could go in and do her damnedest to kill or be killed. Since she was nearly invulnerable after being dosed with the Gulo Delta, it’d prolly be the former and not the latter.

Dutch, on the other hand, was untested and a scoundrel to boot. I didn’t like him, but Wren loved him. Well, loved him, was scared of him, and hated him all at once. She’d said she didn’t know which she liked better, kissing him or smacking him.

Weird, but leave it to Wren to have such a love life.

Her real name was Irene, but Mama had made a mistake in naming her. Wren was a wren, born to fly ’cause sitting still hurt too much.

Poor Mama. Months dead now. Her heart had given out and we’d buried her. It nearly broke me. Did break Sharlotte. And Wren? Wren had told me Mama was dead with a smile on her face.

Bad history between Wren and Mama. Some kind of secret was there.

The minutes crept by. I closed my eyes to pray, but more and more I wasn’t sure if anything would listen to me. Being Catholic, though, was more about habit than belief at times, and so I prayed to God He’d watch over us, He’d deliver us from evil, and He’d forgive our many trespasses against His other creations.

Sure, the Cuius Regios had come out of a vat, but if they walked the earth, God had allowed it, and it made them a part of His divine plan.

If only He’d let us in on His schemes.

Another cheap “if only” not worth a green street penny.

Sharlotte’s voice punched through the tube. “It’s time, Cavvy. Let’s go get ’em.”

I swallowed and threw the sticks forward.

The Marilyn took off in a whoosh of pistons and the thunder of her big, cross-hatched metal feet pounding on the slushy mud of the road.

Another roll of the dice. Another battle in our war. Another chase to save the day or die trying.

(iii)

Sharlotte controlled the arms from up in the gunner’s seat. While the Marilyn’s right arm weapons didn’t work, we still had our left guns.

I controlled the legs and feet. The gauges for the steam engine glowed in front of me, the needles coated with phosphorescent paint. Behind me was an auxiliary hatch so I could feed fuel down into the firebox. A valve next to it allowed me to dump water into the engine, ’cause steam needs equal parts water and heat to keep the pistons pumping.

It was hard to see in the dark. The windshield kept getting clogged with snow; we had no windshield wipers and my breath kept icing up the inside. I tried rolling down both windows, and still I had trouble seeing anything. But I kept on heading toward the lights.

The Audrey Hepburn was right behind me.

Sharlotte triggered a rocket, and it went streaking through the darkness with a tail of sparks and light. It hit in front of the troops, which was okay; our job was to be the distraction while Wren and Dutch did the killing.

The Regios started firing at us. Their bullets pinged off the metal, sparking, and one cracked the lower left part of my windshield. Lucky for me the glass was bulletproof. Even luckier, the bullets shook off enough snow for me to see again. My engineer’s mind did ponder how much the grenade had compromised the glass’s integrity. I had to hope for the best.

Sharlotte returned fire, working the fifty-caliber machine gun on the left arm. Marisol did the same. The thud of the belt-fed guns eclipsed all other noise for a minute, and then I heard a familiar sound, the explosion of a 40mm grenade from Tina Machinegun. That would be the middle Weller sister, making her mark.

Regios lay scattered in the snow. Wren and Dutch crept into view, exchanged more fire with someone shooting at them from inside the Jimmy ten meters above them. Tethers held the airship to the ground, and a rope ladder dangled down. Either Wren or Dutch hit their target, and a body tumbled out of the airship to lie motionless in the snow.

Wren started up the rope ladder while Dutch held it. Sapropel lanterns lying in the snow lit the scene.

Something about those lanterns looked wrong to me. Set up in a perfect circle, they looked staged, since the guards wouldn’t need so much light. But why would the ARK do such a thing?

I pushed the thought aside as I opened the door of the Marilyn and slid down her ladder. In seconds, my feet were killing me with cold. Dutch grinned at me when I got close. “So, did they teach you zeppelin flying in that special academy you went to? God, I got tired of hearing about it from Wren, how you were such a genius and how you went to the best school, and how someday you were going to give Maggie Jankowski a run for her money.”

I didn’t even respond to him as he droned on. Glancing up, I saw U-hooks in the bottom of the Jimmy, and then I saw her name, the Kashmir IV. I cut off his chatter by pointing at the hooks and saying, “We’ll need strong rope or cables, so we can secure the Stanleys to the bottom of the zeppelin. I’ll go up and see about the engines.”

I crouched and picked up a fallen AZ3 and retrieved two fresh clips from the ammo belt of a fallen Regio. I didn’t bother to check the rounds in the gun. I ejected the clip and slammed in a fresh one and worked the action to chamber a round.

Dutch watched me. Let him look. I knew my way around firearms.

The Kashmir IV was about fifteen meters off the ground, tugging on the ropes and swaying. The valley was giving her some protection from the winds. I’d had my fair share of experience climbing rope ladders into airships, so it wasn’t a big deal for me to get on board. Unlike the Moby Dick, this zeppelin had rooms built in, and I found myself in a hallway with doors on either side. Some were open and revealed racks of weapons and supplies. In one room, a big crate of grenades was strapped to the wall.

Other rooms were floor to ceiling with cots, so it seemed the Kashmir IV was a troop carrier, but where were the troops?

I listened hard and heard footsteps ahead. Most likely from Wren ... but what if they weren’t?

I switched off the safety and put the stock of the AZ3 to my shoulder. Sapropel lights in sconces barely lit the hallway. I walked past doors, doors, doors. Any one of them could open and give me a fight.

The Neofiber floor under my feet had rubber ridges glued on it, to keep people from slipping. I could feel the ridges through the thin slippers. Still I went forward.

A door bashed open. A figure emerged carrying some kind of rocket launcher.

I remembered the last time I’d had to gun a girl down. It had all happened so fast; really, it had felt like it had all happened at the same time, like time itself had turned to sludge by the sweat and violence.

Before I fired, I checked my target—Wren. It was Wren. She moved into the light, looked at me, smiled. “Hey, Cavvy. Looky what I found.” She raised up a newer model of an RPG-7.

I let out a breath of relief and lowered my rifle. “Damn, that was close. I almost shot you.”

She leaned forward and squinted at my rifle. “You could’ve. Safety is off. Good for you. Good for me that you paused to confirm your target. You’re becoming quite the soldier.”

“Whatever,” I said, but still feeling kind of proud. Praise from Wren was a rare thing.

My sister went on. “I don’t think no one else is on this balloon. The pilot came out after me, and I put her down. But what were they waiting for? Why just hang out here?”

That was the mystery all right. And why the circle of lanterns down below?

“I saw U-hooks underneath,” I said, “so while I get the engines going, you secure the Stanleys.”

Wren saluted me. “Yes, ma’am. Ain’t this just too exciting? And I can’t wait to try this baby out. Already lowered down a whole crate of grenades. You speak German?”

“No, why?” I asked.

She showed me the name of her new toy: Panzerfaust. “That’s German, ain’t it?”

I nodded, “That’s the next generation of the RPG-7. Germany engineered them during the Sino. They went back to their roots, since the RPG series was originally modeled after the Panzerfaust from World War II.”

Wren grinned and slapped me on the back. “Listening to you talk about guns is almost as good as shooting ’em. Almost.”

I just had to ask. “So we were in a hole, weeks on end, barely fed, and the first day you get out, you get drunk, then you nearly die fighting Aces. Then not an hour later, we find ourselves running down the highway in the dark and into another fight. Aren’t you tired?”

Wren made a face at me, but then it cracked into a grin. “Tired? Hell no. Mrs. Panzerfaust won’t let me sleep until she’s killed herself a skank or three.”

She moved past me, and I ran forward to the door leading to the cockpit. I watched her go with the bazooka and a bad feeling crawled into my belly. Something wasn’t right. Not with her. Not with our current situation.

Then suddenly I felt a whole lot better: we could use the Jimmy to get to Burlington. Yes, we’d have to rescue Pilate and Micaiah first, but if we survived that, we could fly over the Rockies, cross the plains, sail above the hogs, if they existed at all, and arrive safely in my hometown.

I was feeling good as I opened the door.

Then I saw the controls: a panel of switches, levers, and a yoke. The label to every mechanism was a number and a letter, and that was it. I found the pressure gauge for the steam-engine which showed our pressure was low. Which meant I’d have to stoke the engine. Which was ... where?

Pedals were on the floor, but what did they do exactly?

One most likely was for acceleration, but the other? I needed Micaiah. I needed Sketchy.

The windshield in front of me showed swirling snowflakes pushed around by strong winds, uncertain winds—a bad breeze would send us crashing to the ground. The Kashmir IV bounced as the wind blasted it.

Even if I could get her flying without killing everyone, how would I see to find the ARK convoy? We’d been following their tracks in the Stanleys, but those tracks would be invisible up in the air.

Speaking of being up in the air, I’d need to add more theta-helium to the air-cells as we got higher and the temperature of the air plummeted. Had no clue on how to do that. And what were the physics of high altitude and its effects on the zeppelin?

More and more questions hit me.

Everyone was counting on me to once again be the genius, but all I could think of was a novice flying an airship in a storm was the exact opposite of genius.

As I stood by the pilot’s seat, fretting, something outside caught my eye. Lights. Moving toward us.

Wasn’t the Stanleys. They were under the zeppelin.

My heart plunged into the acid of my stomach and a sweat broke out on my forehead.

Well, one thing I didn’t need to worry about was finding the ARK convoy. They had found us. I counted four Athapasca troop carriers, three UHV Humvees, and at least a dozen motorcycles.

And the tank. The M1 Acevedo.

The lanterns, the zeppelin, the skeleton crew of guards, it had all been a killdeer bird, and we’d gone right for it. They’d used our own strategy against us.

The tank raised its turret ...

“Sweet Jesus,” I whispered.

... and fired.
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